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Hitler Youth 


“Make Way, Old Ones!” 


In 1992 a former Hitler Youth or Hitler-Junge, now a respected histo- 
rian, sat down to reflect upon his childhood and early adolescence in 
Nazi Germany. Hermann Graml, who was born in 1928, concluded 
that there were many aspects of his life as a member of the Hitler Youth 
(HJ) that had appealed to him. Most important was that he, along 
with his friends, was “wooed and flattered beyond limits” by the pow- 
erful political system of the Third Reich, and thus he was proud to be a 
part of the largest ever youth organization that it had created. He was 
attracted by the spiritual and national hymns they sang and by the 
cult-like activities that initiated young people into the movement, such 
as swearing an oath of fealty to Adolf Hitler, the supreme leader. In the 
struggle for ultimate authority over the children that sometimes took 
place among the church, schools, parents, and Hitler Youth, Graml 
and his friends enjoyed being the center of attention and the object of 
adult desires. However, they tended to side with the Hitler Youth more 
often than not because it seemed to be “more modern” and forward- 
looking than any of the other institutions. Indeed, they found that the 
Nazi regime appeared to be more supportive of youth in terms of 
granting autonomy from parents and allowing liberal relations with 
girls of their age. Unlike family, church, and school, the HJ was not 
weighed down by tradition and taboos and seemed to offer an exciting 
opportunity for young people to be respected and responsible. 
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When Graml’s time came to be drafted as a young soldier, he and his 
friends accepted the incipient war as a given because of the paramili- 
tary training he had received in the HJ. He, and other youth, had been 
preparing for war’s eventuality for years and were not frightened by the 
prospect of active combat at the front. On the contrary, Graml remem- 
bers being motivated by a “lust for adventure, daring, and risk,” a love 
of flirting with danger. Not everything in the Hitler Youth appealed to 
him, however, and some of the training went against the grain of his 
experience. Lessons in “biological racism” and ideas of a “Germanic 
world empire” seemed abstract and far-fetched to a young boy. Na- 
tional Socialist visions of enlarged living space could not stir his inter- 
est, nor could the concept of a German “master race.” Despite his 
training, he remembered contravening Nazi dogma by making friends 
with Soviet prisoners of war forced to work in local factories, and when 
serving as a flak cannoneer he continued such friendships with Soviet 
mercenaries fighting alongside him and members of his platoon. Thus, 
in retrospect, he saw himself as having resisted total submission to the 
HJ despite his positive reaction to its spirit and activities.’ 

Margarete Hannsmann, a German actress and novelist born in 
1921, recently composed a memoir entitled “The Sun is Rising: A 
Child Becomes Nazi.” In the book she tells about slowly emancipating 
herself from her parents, especially her authoritarian father, with the 
help of the Hitler Youth, and how, as a girl in her mid-teens, she felt 
like a responsible adult when helping a farmer in the fields during a 
special HJ agricultural program. She describes being flattered by the 
attentions of an older, handsome Hitler Youth leader and her sense of 
liberation in a subsequent affair with him, her first. The highlight of 
her years in the Hitler Youth was her appointment to an intermediate 
leadership post and the assumption of responsibility toward other, 
younger girls. But she reports being deeply disillusioned by the Hitler 
Youth leader’s callous, coldly controlling treatment of her when the 
affair ended, and she was incensed when comrades wrongly accused 
her of having stolen money from a communal locker room. Growing 


up in the HJ had its humiliations as well as its pleasures.’ 
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Bittersweet experiences of joy and suffering may have characterized 
the life of younger, ordinary Hitler Youths such as Graml and Hanns- 
mann, at least according to their post-1945 recollections. However, the 
extant memoirs of more highly elevated HJ leaders, apart from all the 
post-1945 self-criticism they contain, are suffused with a scarcely 
veiled sense of pride in their former power, and are graphic in their 
description of the type and extent of this power. They demonstrate 
that the very authoritarian nature of the Nazi regime, coupled with its 
merciless ideology of the survival of the fittest as it was eugenically 
implemented, constituted a major point of attraction for adolescents 
who were searching for certitudes in a swiftly changing and newly 
structured world, however harshly regimented. According to a well- 
defined Nazi leadership creed, this authority made them strong vis-a- 
vis a multitude of younger, weaker juveniles who were their charges, 
and it gave them an incomparable sense of superiority over average 
German citizens of any age, even when they were Nazis, and nearly 
absolute power over those who were not.? 

These observations raise a number of questions about the complic- 
ity of members of the Hitler Youth, both the young ones and the older 
ones, in the consolidation and, by extension, the breakdown of the 
Third Reich. These questions must be asked, even if they cannot all be 
answered. For example, can children of ages ten to eighteen (the usual 
range for membership in the HJ), who usually are not culpable in a 
court of law, be held responsible for having participated in the activi- 
ties of a dictatorship’s youth organization, even when those activities 
were criminal? Or were they culpable at a somewhat more advanced 
stage of their life, when they were either drafted or volunteered to wage 
war against innocent neighboring states? Many youth were inducted 
into the HJ as children and had little choice in the matter. Either they 
were placed in the movement by their parents or teachers, who 
thought this offered the best opportunity for mobility in the state 
before HJ membership was made compulsory, or it was difficult to 
escape the pressure of peers for uniformity and solidarity. Furthermore, 
one can understand young people’s attraction to spiffy uniforms and to 
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the paraphernalia of premilitary drill, such as air guns. Similarly, it is 
not hard to understand the appeal and satisfaction of belonging to a 
large, dominant, and protective community and participating in their 
communal singing, marching, and camping. Above all, there was 
the omniscient and omnipotent father, Adolf Hitler, who provided im- 
mense guarantees of safety at a time shaken by continued economic 
depression and recurrent fears of war. As much as authority overawes 
children and instills fear in them if they are disobedient, it also pro- 
vides security as long as the children agree to conform to prescribed 
standards of behavior that do not strike them as too odious. It was one 
of the great propaganda achievements of the Nazi rulers that they were 
able to offer a political and ideological world view that granted status, 
certainty, and power to young people, so much so that teenagers of 
both genders could accept and abide by the prescribed behaviors with 
hardly any qualms. Through the elaborate propaganda process and its 
propagation of racial theory and the superiority of the Vo/k, Hitler was 
able to shape private and public behavior as well as reinforce public 
support of the Nazi regime and the people’s intimate ties to him, their 
Fiihrer. Young people, with their ideals and energies, would have been 
especially vulnerable to such values in their own search for identity and 
meaning.‘ 

The issue of complicity changes as one focuses on Hitler’s youths in 
their transition from juveniles to young adults. It is necessary to deter- 
mine at which stage a youth would have had the option either to 
accept or to reject an opportunity for advancement to higher leader- 
ship responsibilities. Members’ compliance with such advancement 
from the lower HJ ranks was voluntary and necessitated a fair amount 
of ideological conviction in the Nazi cause, something that a youth 
from age sixteen to eighteen could evince as persuasively and some- 
times even as eloquently as a diehard Nazi in his early thirties. It is fair 
to say that seventeen-year-old HJ leaders with a few hundred charges 
under their command, in contrast to the ten-year-old underlings, 
made themselves culpable, to the extent that they knowingly imparted 
Nazi values to these underlings, inciting them to racial hatred and war- 
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fare against Poles, Russians, and Jews. As they got older, precondi- 
tioned, brainwashed children would swap air guns for machine guns 
and willingly be drafted to use them against Hitler’s foes. 

The issue becomes even more difficult as young people made the 
transition from mature Hitler Youth membership to tours of duty in 
the armed forces or associated branches such as the Reich Labor 
Service. Even if such duty was the consequence of general conscrip- 
tion, the subsequent behavior of a former Hitler Youth in war could 
depend on how seriously he had taken the paramilitary routines he had 
practiced throughout his youth, and the catechism of beliefs he had 
been taught. These would influence his comportment in war: whether 
he would kill his adversary or make him a prisoner of war; whether he 
would shoot when ordered to kill civilians. The certainty which the 
Nazi regime had provided to a Hitler Youth in peacetime through a 
tightly structured totalitarian dictatorship would be continued in the 
armed forces, albeit slightly changed: instead of a chain of command 
dominated by National Socialist ideology, it would now be one deter- 
mined by the Wehrmacht’s tried-and-true rules of war. As it turned 
out, Nazi rules and Wehrmacht rules often coincided after 1938 to cre- 
ate conditions under which a German soldier, as a former Hitler Youth 
member or leader, would find it difficult to be guided by a humane 
conscience. The pattern of order and authority that a Wehrmacht sol- 
dier was able to cling to during war was his strength to a great extent 
but, ultimately, his weakness as well. It canceled out all gray areas and 
made choices simple by reference to what the Fiihrer thought best— 
but that only lasted as long as the Fiihrer did. 

The seemingly coherent world view offered by the Third Reich was 
a far cry from the atmosphere of a disintegrating democratic republic 
in the waning years of the Weimar state and society. The pluralistic 
public arena was filled with competing ideologies and plans. Few 
among the young had confidence in the government to provide jobs, 
security, or national stature. The suicide rate among university stu- 
dents, beset with uncertainty and poor morale, was three times as high 
as in the general population—a phenomenon not seen before or after 
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in modern German history.? As Peter Loewenberg has shown, the 
youth cohort born between approximately 1903 and 1915 was af- 
flicted with various economic, social, physical, and psychological prob- 
lems. This group of young men and women were between the ages of 
eighteen and thirty in 1933, when they constituted nearly one-third of 
the German population.® Brought up as children during World War I, 
they and their mothers were abandoned as the fathers fought in 
the trenches. Malnutrition, inadequate shelter, and deficient heating 
resulted in hunger, illnesses, and deaths well into the post-1918 Allied 
blockade period. The children’s pain was prolonged when the fathers 
returned from the war as losers who had been thrashed. Many were 
nominal fathers who did not understand their children anymore and 
were often regarded by them as rivals for the affection of their moth- 
ers.’ Others never returned: two million men had been killed in the 
war, leaving war widows alone with their children.’ The disastrous 
results of the postwar runaway inflation, which lasted until 1924, left 
many children feeling frightened, dreading real or potential impover- 
ishment—a feeling exacerbated by the high unemployment and wage 
loss during the Great Depression starting in late 1929. This deflation- 
ary recession was still in full swing when Hitler assumed power.’ As 
this generation of young people became apprentices, journeymen, 
young merchants, or university students, and hence prospective full- 
fledged members of the nation’s workforce (or, as females, future wives 
of putative breadwinners), their sense of economic uncertainty led to 
profound doubts about their social station. Those from the middle to 
the lower strata accustomed to moving up in society experienced barri- 
ers in their path; those from the middle to the upper strata despaired 
over unsuccessful attempts to stave off downward social mobility. 
Many if not most of the youth cohort for the period of the 1920s and 
very early 1930s felt cheated out of whatever chances they had thought 
were theirs and increasingly looked to radical alternatives. The time 
was ripe for a new source of promise and support for young people, a 
source that gave them hope for themselves and their state in the 


future. ! 
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These multiple difficulties were complicated by extraordinary ten- 
sions between this young generation and their elders. Indeed, inter- 
generational conflict was a dominating theme in Germany from the 
beginning of the twentieth century up to Hitler’s attainment of power.'! 
This conflict found expression not only in day-to-day socioeconomic 
and political relations but also in the arts and literature; it became a 
subject for many plays and novels and was starkly evident in graphic 
art and even music.'* It was a determining factor in the German youth 
movement, in which youth sought refuge to escape from some of their 
difficulties, including problems with their elders. Some young people 
were members of the Antifaschistische Junge Garde (Antifa), the youth 
wing of the Communist Rosfrontkdampferbund, and at the close of the 
Weimar Republic battled Nazi storm troopers in the streets of the large 
cities. Others, on the other end of the ideological scale, belonged to the 
Jungnationaler Bund, a group patronized by the piously Lutheran and 
national-conservative establishment. '% 

The German youth movement had been founded in 1901 in Steg- 
litz, then a thoroughly middle-class suburb of Berlin in a semirural set- 
ting, by Protestant male adolescents who were reacting against the 
materialism and bourgeois complacency that characterized the new 
German Empire’s rapid industrialization in the late nineteenth cen- 
tury. Calling themselves Wandervégel, or hiking birds, they became 
suspicious of and bored with what the British historian Walter Laqueur, 
a former member of a Silesian youth group of the 1920s, has labeled a 
“world of growing plenty and rapid technical advance.” Laqueur writes 
that the incipient youth movement was “an unpolitical form of opposi- 
tion to a civilization that had little to offer the young generation, a 
protest against its lack of vitality, warmth, emotion and ideals.” These 
young people, boys as well as girls, stressed individualism; inspired by 
cultural pessimists like Lagarde, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, they 
wanted to lead their own lives beyond urban confines, away from 
homes, parents, and teachers. They roamed the countryside, following 
their own rules of simplicity and honesty, dressed in makeshift garb, 
singing rediscovered folksongs, eating simple food by the campfire, 
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and espousing a sexually clean life. They were in search of a romantic 
absolute, what since the nineteenth century had been called the “Blue 
Flower.” They became enthralled by mysticism, whose sources they 
found in Cossacks of the Russian steppes or Buddhist priests in Far 
Eastern temples. Most of this was alien to their parents’ experience and 
barely understood by them. Thus the theme of intergenerational con- 
flict was already built into the very first chapter of German youth- 
movement history. Although the youths’ activities were apolitical, they 
occurred within the wider framework of pre-liberal, romantic, and in 
some respect resurrected medieval social and political values. In con- 
scious opposition to the ideals of the Enlightenment, they eschewed 
rationality in favor of emotion. 4 

With its professed contempt for society, politics, and the state, the 
early German youth movement did not hesitate to wholeheartedly 
embrace the Empire’s entry into World War I. War was viewed as 
highly idealized combat, and struggle in battle as natural and organic. 
The concept of the nation, too, had never been forsaken. As an idea 
unrealized, it had played a role in medieval times, as it did in the early- 
nineteenth-century Romantic movement and then again in the post- 
1848 restorative era. World War I was therefore welcomed as the cata- 
lyst in a huge cleansing process that would purge European nations, 
especially the new modern German nation-state, of their materialism 
and would resurrect archaic values. (A similarly idealistic goal was up- 
held by young French and English fighters for their countries, though 
in different ways, as their letters and diaries illustrate.)'* In a battle 
near the Belgian village of Langemarck on November 10, 1914, thou- 
sands of voluntarily enlisted Wandervigel threw themselves against the 
British and were mowed down. They were regarded by their surviving 
peers as symbols of a tremendous sacrifice for the nation as well as 
for their own cohort and the youth of future German generations. '° 
Henceforth, celebrations eulogizing Langemarck became a characteris- 
tic part of the developing youth movement.!” 

After November 1918, when it was realized that not even half of the 
12,000 Wandervigel who had rushed into battle had returned,'® the 
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center of gravity of the German youth movement shifted. While it had 
always been elitist and anti-modernist, it now became increasingly 
martial, hierarchical, attached to discipline, uniforms, and drill, racist, 
and suspicious of girls in its midst—all of which was a departure from 
the days of the Empire. As such, the youth movement was alienated 
from the new republican system of Weimar, whose essence was equal- 
ity as expressed in parliamentary democracy and whose representatives 
had signed the humiliating Treaty of Versailles (1919). In fact, the 
movement became downright hostile. The successors to the Wan- 
derviégel were the ascetic Biinde (leagues—because of their mystical 
connotations, most of these terms defy translation), who wanted noth- 
ing to do with Weimar party politics.!? They always maintained that 
they were above political parties, but in fact they were ideologically 
right of center. Soon, however, dedicated political youth wings of the 
Weimar parties also came into being, as well as Protestant and Catholic 
youth leagues. Inasmuch as they all overlapped with the core Biinde, 
they shared the defining characteristic of the postwar German youth 
movement, namely its anti-democratic stance and concomitant rejec- 
tion of all that Weimar stood for, in particular its modernism. A tiny 
minority of republican-inspired youth leagues arose that supported 
the new political order, but they were only a drop in the bucket.”° On 
the overtly political side, there were offshoots of the parties such as the 
Bismarckbund (aligned with the German National People’s Party— 
DNVP) and the Anzifa, which had evolved from an earlier Communist 
youth league. On the extreme right, there was a youth league called the 
Hitler Youth, after the Fiihrer of the Nazi Party.”! 

Because of countless disagreements on means and objectives among 
the multiplicity of youth leagues, serious structural weaknesses devel- 
oped, resulting in flux. As typified by the Communist youth groups, 
change was becoming the only constant in the youth movement, giv- 
ing it a notorious volatility at a time when the Weimar regime itself 
was becoming increasingly unstable. From 1918 to 1933 the history of 
the youth movement was one of an “uninterrupted chain of unions, 
splits and reunions.” Adding to this instability was the fact that the 
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intergenerational conflict that had once defined the archetypal youth 
movement of 1901 itself became a problem for the youth leagues. By 
the end of the 1920s, members who refused to leave when reaching 
adulthood often took charge of new generations of members and 
increasingly were resented by them.” 

In the years from 1929 to 1933, a faltering political regime, pressing 
economic hardship with little hope for the future, non-sympathetic 
parents, and self-serving and static youth groups left many young men 
and women with few places to turn to. This was the opportunity that 
some leaders of the National Socialist movement under Hitler had 
been waiting for. One of their war cries in those years, which could not 
help but impress Germany’s alienated youth, was “Make Way, You Old 
Ones!”24 Many Nazi leaders drove home the point that the govern- 
ment of the Weimar Republic was leaving young people in the lurch, 
providing no agencies to care for them and leaving their problems in 
the hands of the disparate youth leagues. They skillfully exacerbated 
the existing generational tensions to their own ends.”> Aware of the 
joblessness that stigmatized the young, ancillary organizations of the 
Nazi Party sought to help in job creation and tried to broker gainful 
work. The HJ was one of these organizations, appealing, in particular, 
to the lower strata of society, for which the elitist Biinde had not been 
created,76 

While Hitler appeared to many young people as the father or older 
brother they had never had or had already lost, the Nazi movement, 
with all its factions, was coming across to many as a party made for 
youth. Its visible formations in the street seemed to be young—the SA, 
the SS, and the National Socialist Student League, which from bas- 
tions in the universities had acted as a vanguard of Nazism in Ger- 
many’s educated middle class since the mid-1920s.?” Above all, the 
members of the Nazi Party themselves were visibly young, with a mean 
age of approximately thirty-one for all new joiners in the period from 
1925 to 1932. This compared favorably to any other Weimar party 
except for the KPD.”® Moreover, during national elections toward the 


end of the Republic, the support of youthful voters for the NSDAP 
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tended to be stronger, at least within the urban electorate, than that of 
older voters, because it was in the towns that economic problems were 
greatest.” 

If disenchanted young men and women at the end of the Weimar 
Republic put stock in the growing Nazi movement with a view to their 
own future, the Nazi leaders in turn regarded youth as companions on 
their immediate road to success and as indispensable in the realization 
of their planned millennium. Although a uniform Nazi policy on 
youth did not exist from 1919 to 1933, the words and deeds of indi- 
vidual Nazi officials at certain points in time reflect an exalted view of 
youth. At first Hitler had been oblivious to the problems of youth, 
since adolescents were too young to vote or attain Party membership. 
Thus he could not understand why anyone among his followers would 
want to found, during the mid-1920s, a Nazi Students’ League.*° But 
once he had been persuaded by his supporters of the importance of 
young people, and when he realized that adolescents over sixteen were 
useful in big-city street fights, he acquiesced and made overtures to the 
youth. No doubt influenced by more astute tacticians such as Joseph 
Goebbels and Gregor Strasser, Hitler acknowledged by 1930 that 
young people were needed as recruits and guarantors of the longevity 
of the movement. And so he said to Munich students in the summer of 
that year, when their social and economic situation was becoming 
acute, that they should “acquire rich knowledge, in order to assume 
leadership positions in a coming Reich.”?! Albert Speer’s later state- 
ment that Hitler was always particularly interested in youthful enroll- 
ments for the survival of his regime is true only for the post-1930 era; 
this was an interest forever in need of shoring up by Hitler’s advisers.” 
The Fiihrer’s ambivalence toward youth helps explain why his circle of 
associates aged without younger reinforcements until the end of the 
Third Reich, and why the Nazi Party itself suffered from senescence.*? 
This ambivalence and the central problem of structural ossification to 
which it led are connected to fundamental weaknesses in the organiza- 
tion of the Hitler Youth and the training it sought to provide for its 
members. 
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Apart from Hitler, there were astute Nazi lieutenants who realized 
early on the importance of leadership issues and how these related to 
the timely enlistment of youth, but their pronouncements and deci- 
sions never possessed the authority of those made by the Fiihrer him- 
self: In the period after World War I, when it was known that the birth 
rate in Germany was declining,*4 Goebbels, whose intelligent insights 
into policy matters were second to none in Hitler’s entourage, stated 
precisely: “True leaders are born. Leadership cadres, however, may be 
trained. To engage in politics one must be called, yet to function ad- 
ministratively it suffices to be instructed, drilled, trained, and bred.”* 
Two years after that 1930 dictum, Strasser, the chief of the Party’s 
bureaucracy, decreed that it would be incumbent on the young genera- 
tion, together with the front soldiers, to be “the sole bearers of future 
politics.”3° 

By 1933, the young generation whom Strasser addressed consisted 
of those born after 1915. The common denominator of the members 
of this young cohort was their incorporation in the Hitler Youth 
between the start of Hitler’s reign and its termination, that is, between 
1933 and 1944, the year when the last batch of youths was initiated. 
By this criterion, the “Nazi Regime Youth Cohort” was not a “genera- 
tion” in the classic sense, but in the sense of a group that shared a major 
experience within a relatively short time span.*” Hitler Youths usually 
were between the ages of ten and eighteen, and thus the oldest mem- 
bers of the “Nazi Regime Youth Cohort” were born in 1916, and the 
youngest in 1934. They all “grew into the Nazi state,” as the German 
parliamentarian Erhard Eppler, a former HJ boy, has described it in his 


memoirs. It is to their collective experience that we now turn.*8 


Serving in itler Youth 


In 1938, a story by Hitler Youth Hans Wolf, entitled “Comradeship,” 
was published as part of a public-school primer. This is how it began: 
“Tt was a hot day and we had far to march. The sun was burning down 
on the heath, which was bereft of trees. The sand was glistening, I was 
tired. My feet were hurting in those new walking shoes, every step was 
hurting and all I could think about was rest, water, and shade. I 
clenched my teeth to keep walking. I was the youngest, and this was 
my first outing. In front of me strode Rudolf, the leader. He was tall 
and strong. His backpack was heavy and pressed down on his shoul- 
ders. Rudolf carried the bread for us six boys, the cooking pot, and a 
pile of books, from which he would read us wonderfully thrilling sto- 
ries, at night in the hostel. My backpack only contained a shirt, a 
couple of sneakers, washing utensils, and some cooking gear, apart 
from a tarpaulin for rainy days and straw beds. And yet I thought I 
could not lug this backpack any longer. My comrades all were some- 
what older and had camping experience. They hardly felt the heat and 
hardship of the march. Every now and then they would sigh and drink 
lukewarm coffee from their canteens. More and more, I remained 
behind, even though I tried to make up for my slack by running. Sud- 
denly Rudolf turned around. He stopped and watched me crawling 
up to him from a distance, while our comrades continued in the direc- 
tion of a few trees on the horizon. “Tired? Rudolf asked me, kindly. 
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Ashamed, I had to say yes. Slowly, we walked side by side. I was limp- 
ing. But I did not want to let on to Rudolf. When we got to a juniper 
bush, the leader sat down and said: ‘For a little rest!’ Relieved, I threw 
myself down. I did not want to talk, for I was shy. Rudolf gave me 
something to drink. I thanked him and leaned back comfortably, glad 
to be able to stretch my aching feet, and before I knew it I was sleeping 
... When we resumed our march, my feet hurt much less and my 
backpack did not press down on me so. I was very glad about that.”! 

Hans Wolf’s story encapsulates the essence of the communal Hitler 
Youth experience. In exemplary fashion, it illustrates why the Hitler 
Youth was so attractive and worked so well for millions of boys and 
girls, certainly in the early years of the Nazi regime. Because it demon- 
strated key Nazi values, this story was thought fit to be distributed as 
primary reading material to school children in their early teens. The 
very title conjures up the important sense of belonging, as one small 
individual, to a larger community, the organic Volksgemeinschaft. The 
shared experience of marching, as the youngest of a group, in a difficult 
environment reminds the young pupils of how small and weak they are 
by themselves and how important it is to be supported by a group of 
stronger friends. The leader of these friends is Rudolf, the strongest of 
them all, who not only looks after the physical needs of his charges— 
he carries the bread for them—but also acts as their spiritual mentor, 
through stories he reads to them. In the larger Hitler Youth, too, the 
strong members would support their weaker pals, and knowledgeable 
leaders would be at hand for physical as well as mental direction. If 
physical activity—much like the march in the scorching heat of the 
treeless heath—however unbearable, would steel the boys’ muscles and 
sinews, readings and discussions in the evenings would train their 
minds in Germanic lore and Nazi ideology, part of which was the 
Fiihrer cult. As a Fiihrer in the heath, Rudolf himself is a shining 
example. Sacrifice and fealty are important to him, especially in adver- 
sity, yet in the end he will save his troop, as he saves little Hans from 
fatigue and total breakdown. 

In 1938, as that story was being read in German classrooms, the 
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Third Reich was not far removed from a time of much longer marches, 
in territories of even more heat and fewer trees than in the story’s sce- 
nario, yet undertaken for the ultimate Nazi goal of winning new living 
space in foreign lands. To condition German youth to serve such a goal 
was the principal purpose of the Hitler Youth, just as it was the purpose 
of Hans’s story to remind all boys and girls of eligible age how impor- 
tant it was for them to join. 

To be sure, like many institutions of the Third Reich, the Hitler 
Youth did not originate as a result of systematic planning and was not 
always an expression of monolithic cohesiveness as might have been 
expected in a totalitarian dictatorship such as Adolf Hitler’s. Indeed, 
this dictatorship itself was less streamlined and much more heteroge- 
neous than the Fiihrer and his lieutenants would have preferred.” To 
that extent, then, Hans Wolf’s depiction of comradeship, harmony, 
and sacrifice under the authority of a strong and omniscient leader 
might have overstated the actual efficiency and inner workings of the 
Volksgemeinschaft and its political agencies, if not the Hitler Youth 
itself. However, there is no denying that most Hitler Youths in the fold 
loved its program of activities and did feel looked after, knowing that 
they would graduate to become bearers of the new Reich. From their 
subjective point of view, the sentiments of belonging, of sharing, of 
being willing to follow orders from tough but caring leaders, were very 
real. It is against this backdrop of a broad and general consensus 
among youth in Nazi Germany that exceptions and inconsistencies 
must be judged. 


In Search of Monopoly and Uniformity 


The Hitler Youth emerged from the highly polarized pattern of youth 
leagues in the Weimar Republic. It had been a group of young people 
tied to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP, or Nazi 
Party). Its origins go back to early 1925 when Adolf Hitler, just out of 
Landsberg prison after the abortive Beer Hall Putsch of November 
1923, was rebuilding his Nazi Party. The youth group was initiated by 
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Kurt Gruber, a law student and admirer of Hitler from Plauen in Sax- 
ony, home to many blue-collar workers. Thus the beginnings of the 
Nazi youth affiliate were in the proletarian realm, and at least until Hit- 
ler’s takeover in January 1933, the groups emphasized their working- 
class mystique. However, the proletarian image became more and 
more threadbare over time, as more middle-class youths joined. The 
groups were first called Hitler-Jugend (or HJ as a short form) in July 
1926, when they were placed under the command of Hitler’s SA; 
Hitler himself did not take a great interest in them at that time because 
he focused only on adults old enough to vote for his Party. 

Until 1930, in comparison with the Biindische Jugend, the HJ 
remained insignificant. Politically, the Béindische were right-wing 
(including anti-Semitic) enough to attract the majority of German 
youths who detested the Weimar Republic. The difference was that 
they were not fixated upon a single leader, as was the HJ, and their 
social composition was much more middle- to upper-class. There were 
about 50,000 Biindische when the Nazis became the second-largest 
national party after the Reichstag elections of September 14, 1930. By 
this time the HJ membership had increased to 18,000, and their social 
base was broadening from working-class members to middle-class 
youths from secondary schools, or Gymnasien, concerned about career 
mobility in industry, state administration, and the academic profes- 
sions. It was at this time that the HJ instituted a female section, the 
Bund Deutscher Madel (League of German Girls or BDM), to be part 
of the larger HJ organization. In addition, a Jungvolk was created for 
teenagers from ten to fourteen (later these would be known as Pimpfe). 
By the end of 1930, the age range for the HJ of both genders was from 
ten to eighteen.* 

In October 1931, Baldur von Schirach was appointed by Hitler as 
chief of all the youth activities for the NSDAP. Schirach had led the 
Nazi University Student League since 1928, as well as the Nazi Pupils’ 
League. He would soon give up both, to devote himself entirely to the 
Hitler-Jugend. (The Student League lived on, whereas the Pupils 
merged with the HJ.) In 1931 the HJ already had close to 35,000 
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members, which still comprised about 69 percent young workers, 12 
percent pupils, and 10 percent white-collar shop clerks. It was assumed 
that during this time of the Great Depression, about half of the parents 
of these adolescents were unemployed.’ 

Baldur von Schirach, a handsome man although always on the flabby 
side, was three-quarters American and one-quarter German. His great- 
grandfather, Karl Benedikt von Schirach, once a German judge, had 
emigrated to the United States in 1855, where his son Karl Friedrich 
fought in the Civil War, on the Union side as a Major. Having lost a leg 
in the Battle of Bull Run, Karl Friedrich von Schirach was an honor 
guard at President Lincoln’s funeral in 1865. Major von Schirach, Bal- 
dur’ grandfather, married Elizabeth Baily Norris from a patrician 
Philadelphia family, but his son Karl Norris von Schirach, Baldur's 
father, was born back in Berlin, and eventually he too wed an Ameri- 
can, Emma Tillou, from another good Phildelphia family. Karl Norris 
von Schirach was an American citizen until he joined the Prussian 
Army, from which he retired as a Colonel to become Generalintendant 
of the Weimar court theater in 1908. From this position he was 
ousted—unjustly, he claimed—by the revolutionary currents after 
World War I. Until that time, between the hallowed aura of Goethe 
and Schiller on the one side and the visionary modernism of the 
Bauhaus on the other, the Grand Duchy of Weimar was marked by 
mostly mediocre artistic achievements, including those in the theater 
directed by Karl Norris von Schirach.® 

Into this moderately well-off family with high but frustrated cul- 
tural ambitions, Baldur von Schirach was born in 1907, in Berlin. 
Since his family had strong monarchist and nationalistic leanings and 
hated the revolution and its republican aftermath, Baldur was predis- 
posed to the radical right even as a child. Adolf Hitler passed through 
Weimar one day in March of 1925, and Hans Severus Ziegler, a local 
right-wing culture broker close to the Schirach family, introduced Bal- 
dur and a friend to him. “Hitler pressed our hands for a long time, 
looking us deeply in the eyes .. . Running home, I composed one of 
my many bad poems: ‘You stand a thousand strong behind me / And 
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you are me, and I am you / I have not lived a single thought / Which 
did not quiver in your hearts.’” Hitler visited the Schirach home in the 
fall of that year, whereupon Baldur’s American mother exclaimed: “At 
last a German patriot!”” 

By the spring of 1927 Schirach had moved to Munich University to 
take up the study of German and English literature as well as art his- 
tory; already fluently bilingual, he fancied himself a budding poet and 
wanted to lead the stimulating life of an artist and intellectual. As he 
became involved in the machinations of the Nazi Student League, he 
participated in its ongoing boycott of Jewish students. Again he met 
Hitler, who made him leader of the League in July 1928. At the same 
time the Fiihrer reminded him: “Schirach, you are studying with me!”® 

After Hitler appointed him the Party’s youth chief in October 1931, 
Schirach nominally became a subordinate of Ernst R6hm, who now, 
for the second time, was the leader of the SA, or storm troopers. In 
1932, Hitler elevated Schirach to the same Party status that Rohm 
himself enjoyed, and the HJ was set free. To emphasize his new posi- 
tion as a leader much closer to Hitler, Schirach organized his first 
youth mass rally on October 1 and 2, 1932, at Potsdam, near Berlin. 
There were marches, speeches, drills, and fanfares, and, naturally, both 
Schirach and Hitler addressed the crowd. The occasion appears to have 
attracted an impressive 70,000 boys and girls from all over Germany, 
all of whom had paid for the journey themselves.” December 1932 
capped a period of turmoil for socially insecure people in large cities, 
with the radical left fighting the radical right in the streets. On the 
Nazi end, the SA and Hitler Youth were the main participants. In Kiel, 
one day in 1932, when the Party and its affiliates had been forbidden 
to wear Nazi uniforms by the Papen Cabinet, a clutch of HJ butcher 
apprentices walked down the street in their white butcher aprons, with 
everyone afraid that they were hiding huge butcher knives under- 
neath.!° By the end of the Republic, the HJ had lost twenty-two com- 
rades in these fights, the most glorified of whom was Herbert Norkus, 
son of an SA man from the lower-class Moabit district of Berlin, who 
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was hounded down by Communist youths and stabbed to death in late 
January of 1932." 

As soon as Hitler became Chancellor of the German Reich on Janu- 
ary 30, 1933, Schirach tried to consolidate all of Germany’s youth. His 
aim was to take over as many as possible of the diffuse youth leagues, 
large and small, that existed by then and turn them into Hitler Youths. 
On June 17, Hitler appointed Schirach Youth Leader of the German 
Reich. Schirach would remain in this position until August 1940, 
when he would be promoted to regional chief or Gauleiter of Vienna; 
Artur Axmann, the twenty-seven-year-old head of the Berlin social 
services office of the HJ, would replace him as Reich Youth Leader. 
Axmann’s loyalty could not be doubted; born in Westphalian Hagen, 
he had become active in a Berlin HJ cell in 1928. But Schirach always 
maintained his grip on German youth: in October of 1940 Hitler 
appointed him Reich HJ Inspector and Plenipotentiary for Youth Edu- 
cation of the NSDAP, charging him with the responsibility for KLV, a 
program for children to be moved to the safety of the countryside, 
under the guidance of the HJ.'” 

By any standards, the growth figures of the Hitler-Jugend are im- 
pressive: over 100,000 by the time of Hitler’s assumption of power, over 
2 million at the end of 1933, and 5.4 million by December 1936. At 
that time Schirach, who had just been granted additional powers by the 
Fiihrer, claimed to have the allegiance of 60 percent of all young people 
from ages ten to eighteen. While this was truly remarkable, demonstrat- 
ing the attraction of the authoritarian Nazi system for young Germans, 
it still did not constitute the 100 percent that Schirach craved.'? 

In early 1933, the Hitler Youth showed much promise for develop- 
ment but was still based on a relatively small, voluntary membership. 
Because it prided itself on the voluntarist principle, the HJ depended 
during the first years of the Third Reich on the voluntary flow of new 
members. In order to fill the comparatively small membership rolls 
more quickly, Baldur von Schirach tried soon after January 1933 to 
manipulate the wholesale takeover of the entrenched youth leagues. 
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This was not too difficult, since many of their leaders sympathized 
with the HJ and could be lured with promises of instant leadership 
positions, as had been done before 1933. What these groups had in 
common with the Hitler Youth was a generic hatred of the Weimar 
republican system, its parliament and democracy; they preferred 
authoritarian leadership structures. What had to be overcome was 
individual allegiances to many single chiefs, in exchange for a unitary 
commitment to one national leader and his deputy.'4 Those of the 
republican youth groups that had derived from Weimar political par- 
ties such as the Jungnationaler Bund became amalgamated first because 
the presidential Emergency Ordinance for the Protection of People 
and State of February 28 paved the way for the banning of all political 
parties and their ancillary organizations. As the former West German 
Chancellor Helmut Schmidt, who was fifteen in 1933, recalls, this 
provoked non-organized teenagers like himself to join the HJ, so as not 
to be left out in the cold.!° Schmidt speaks for many who were then 
under considerable peer pressure to join. Stigmatized groups, like the 
Communist youth league, KJVD (Kommunistischer Jugendverband 
Deutschlands), were simply dissolved and their leaders sent to a concen- 
tration camp; residual Marxist splinter groups who attempted resis- 
tance were all but snuffed out by 1935.!° 

The bourgeois and politicized youth groups who were known under 
the overarching label of Biindische Jugend, including such groups as the 
Wandervigel and Deutsche Freischar, whose members were given to hik- 
ing in the countryside to get away from their elders and tended to be 
suspicious of the Republic, had all officially been neutralized by 1936. 
This Nazi victory had been achieved by totalitarian methods: the terror 
and wounds of street fights, generally initiated by Hitler Youths de- 
spite Schirach’s official ban on such confrontations.'” But doubtless, 
Schirach had issued his order only perfunctorily, and it was gleefully 
ignored by his followers. In southwest German Baden in the summer 
of 1934, for example, where the Deutscher Pfadfinderbund (German 
Boy Scouts) had so far gone unmolested, forty Hitler Youths attacked 
two of their members without apparent cause, sending one to the hos- 
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pital.!® In another instance the charismatic Eberhard Koebel, whom 
his followers in the Deutsche Jungenschaft knew as “Tusk,” after flirting 
with Communism had made overtures to the HJ in the autumn of 
1933. However, in January 1934 the Gestapo arrested Koebel, who 
then slit his wrists and was sent to the hospital, where he jumped out of 
a window and suffered a concussion. After his release a few days later, 
he fled to England via Sweden.'? Other bourgeois youth leaders were 
murdered outright. A typical incident occurred in June 1934, when in 
Plauen the former leader of the Deutsche Freischar, Karl Lammermann, 
was killed by a frenzied HJ mob. Lammermann had already come over 
to the HJ as leader in 1928; after January 1933 he continued to indoc- 
trinate his charges in the spirit of individual freedom which had typi- 
fied most of the pro-republican youth leagues, and thus he reached a 
violent end at Nazi hands.”° By 1935, the Hitler Youth leadership cal- 
culated that youth groups with a total membership of almost 3.5 mil- 
lion remained outside its influence.2! On February 8, 1936, the 
Gestapo forbade all those bourgeois youth leagues to exist or meet, 
using again the emergency decree of February 28, 1933.” This order 
had to be repeated several times because problems persisted with some 
biindisch youth formations, especially with the markedly Catholic ones 
among them. 

The Hitler Youth faced less of a challenge in trying to incorporate 
the Protestant leagues. Many Protestant youths and their leadership 
had already declared their sympathy with the HJ before 1933, as had 
their parents, disproportionately, with Hitler and his Nazi move- 
ment.” To the extent that Protestant youth leagues wished to preserve 
their independence after January 1933, it was on account of claims for 
their institutional freedom rather than religious beliefs. To the racist 
Nazi “German Christians” in the Protestant Church, who thought that 
the Jewish Jesus really was a blond “Aryan,” Hitler appeared as hav- 
ing been directly sent by God in order to save Germany. But even 
their rivals in the church, the Confessional Christians led by Pastor 
Martin Niemidller, believed in ceding to Caesar what they thought was 
Caesar’s. And so easily enough, Schirach and the Protestant Youth 
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leadership arrived at an agreement in December 1933 that merged 
Protestant youth groups seamlessly with the Hitler Youth.*4 A posi- 
tive feature for the church leaders, or so they thought, was that Bible 
study could be continued in groups beyond the ranks of the HJ. But 
within a few months those who did so were regarded with open suspi- 
cion by local HJ leaders and harassed to the point of suppression or 
absorption.”> 

Catholics had been more skeptical toward the Nazis from the begin- 
ning, not least because since the Wilhelmian Empire they had had 
their own Catholic Center Party. The situation for Catholic youth 
groups, with over a million members, seemed ambiguous, but then in 
July 1933 the Concordat between Berlin and the Vatican was con- 
cluded, guaranteeing the Catholic Church in Germany sovereignty 
over all religious matters, but proscribing any sort of political activity 
and closing down the Center Party itself.?° Organized Catholic youths 
now thought they could coexist with the Hitler Youth, but Schirach 
would have none of this. He accused them of being political even when 
they were not. There were many fracases especially in heavily Catholic 
regions between HJ and Catholic groups, involving notably the largest, 
the Katholischer Jungmiinnerverband, and the athletic organization 
Deutsche Jugendkraft.”’ Symptomatic of Nazi brute force was an inci- 
dent in the Bavarian countryside near Berchtesgaden, where in May 
1934 Hitler Youths accosted young Catholic churchgoers and ripped 
their Jugendkraft club signs from their clothes.”* The shutting down of 
the Catholic youth leagues occurred in stages between 1935 and 1939; 
even youth groups with harmless names, such as “Franciscan Youth” or 
“Catholic Young Men’s Association,” could not convince the HJ lead- 
ership of an absence of political intentions.” 

Thus the growth of the Hitler Youth from January 1933 to the 
beginning of World War II was in large part contingent on the forced 
incorporations of previously organized leagues and less on voluntary 
memberships, as Schirach and his minions had claimed.*° Indeed, of 
three statutory provisions concerning the HJ before September 1939, 
only the last one called for compulsory membership of boys and girls 
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aged ten to eighteen. The first of these provisions was Schirach’s formal 
appointment by Hitler as Reich Youth Leader of Germany on June 17, 
1933, which gave his office of youth supervision high priority without 
elevating it to the status of a Reich ministry.>! Schirach could issue 
patriotic appeals and use psychological ploys such as invoking peer 
pressure, which would serve as a powerful incentive for non-organized 
German youths to join, but he could not force them outright. The sec- 
ond provision, the Hitler Youth Law of December 1, 1936, stated that 
“the entire German youth within the territory of the Reich is coordi- 
nated in the Hitler Youth.” This was wishful thinking in the guise of a 
decree, but it had not actually been accomplished, even though it cre- 
ated a strong illusion in Germany that Schirach was right, thus adding 
more power to peer pressure.** The third provision, on March 25, 
1939, specified that “all adolescents from age 10 to 18 are obligated to 
put in service in the Hitler Youth.”*? With war in the offing, Hitler 
now thought it prudent to fashion the HJ more strictly as a training 
cadre for the Wehrmacht, and this could not be accomplished without 
coercion. These three consecutive administrative measures are reflected 
in the Hitler Youth’s growth statistics. According to the HJ’s own fig- 
ures, at the end of 1933 there were 2.3 million young people, or 30.5 
percent of the total age cohort, in its ranks. This figure had climbed to 
64 percent at the end of 1937, and by early 1939, undoubtedly 
because of the March decree, membership briefly reached a respectable 
98.1 percent.*4 To all intents and purposes, Schirach with his carrot- 
and-stick policy—a typical governing ploy in the formative years of the 
Third Reich—had been resoundingly successful. 

German locales were affected unevenly by these developments. Of 
137 elementary schools in the region of Vechta in northern Germany, 
80 had co-opted all students in the last four grades by July 1934, 
meaning those from ten to fourteen years old; the rest claimed a suc- 
cess rate of at least 80 percent.*° By contrast, schools somewhat further 
south in the area of Lippe at about the same time could barely win half 
of the students for the Hitler Youth.*° In June 1935 in a trade-school 
class in Hamburg only seven of twenty students were in the HJ, and 
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thus the Party representatives were handing out questionnaires asking: 
“Why are you not a member?”*” Students of trade schools throughout 
southwest German Baden in October of that year managed an HJ 
membership of less than 80 percent, whereas Gymnasien were higher 
than 90 percent, and elementary schools just under 90 percent.** Eight 
Gymnasien in the vicinity of north German Brunswick (always a Nazi 
stronghold) in February 1936 boasted HJ membership figures from 94 
to 99 percent, but in Catholic Bavaria, in elementary and trade 
schools, merely 44 percent followed Schirach’s call.*? In all of Wiirt- 
temberg, to the northwest of Bavaria, less than a year before the com- 
pulsory order of March 1939, 89.7 percent of students in all schools 
had joined, with those in Gymnasien at the highest rate, those in trade- 
oriented schools the lowest, and elementary pupils somewhere in 
between.*° 

Although these figures are respectable, they also show that not all 
schools attracted HJ recruits equally and that religious and regional 
factors had something to do with a teenager’s willingness to join. As 
individual case histories bear out, the membership rate in a Gymna- 
sium tended to be high because, contrary to its pre-1933 lower-class 
motto, the HJ leadership now wooed older and socially well-placed 
students who could lead youths two or three years younger than them- 
selves. This incentive was absent in elementary schools, from which 
students graduated at age fourteen with apprenticeships or jobs in 
mind that allowed little room for HJ interests. And that situation was 
even more pronounced in designated trade schools, some of whose stu- 
dents were already engaged in a job.*! 

Wherever it existed, the porousness of the HJ membership structure 
until March 1939 still allowed some flux. Obviously, when young Ger- 
mans chose not to join, they were challenging the societal or labor- 
market sanctions that such an attitude would evoke. One of these 
Germans was the budding Nobel Prize novelist Heinrich Béll in 
Cologne, sixteen years old in 1933: “I just could not go to the HJ and I 
did not go, and that was that.”4? Local HJ pressure to join was often 
overcome with the help of parents, more precisely the mother, and in 
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Catholic regions the local priest could strengthen any anti-HJ 
resolve.*? In the summer of 1936 country girls in the Bavarian village 
of Weildorf refused to attend BDM evenings, citing lack of parental 
permission, church obligations, and fatigue after a hard day’s work in 
the fields.“4 Once they were members, some boys and girls played 
hooky because they were bored, did not like the songs, found exercis- 
ing and marching too strenuous, or did not get along with the (scarcely 
older) group leaders.*” One Nazi publication hints at something more 
sinister: in the story of Hitler Girl Ursel and her friends, a BDM new- 
comer, Marga, refuses to fit in. She does not abide by the BDM clean- 
liness code and is interested only in silly pranks. She sticks her tongue 
out when told to behave, all to no avail, until the leader, Ursel, strips 
Marga of her uniform and insignia. Marga turns on her heel, slams the 
door shut, storms out, and is never seen again.*° The willingness of 
well-conditioned Hitler Youth teens to brand outsiders as enemies of 
the Nazi community, even in those early years, was effective then and 
foretold of things to come. 

Because members could leave at will if they were disgruntled, social 
and political sanctions were brought to bear. At least in theory, Gym- 
nasium students absent from the HJ were not permitted to pass the 
Abitur, the mandatory entrance examination for university. Working 
youths were to be denied apprenticeships in trades or factories, and 
could not become hereditary farmers (Erbhofbauern). The political 
consequence of non-participation was to be barred from the Nazi Party 
or any of its affiliates forever. This was supposed to amount to “polit- 
ical ostracism and a ban from all public life.”4” But already in 1936, 
with a dearth of workers for the incipient war economy, these stipula- 
tions were rendered meaningless, and for those who hated the HJ 
enough to avoid it, public office in a Nazi state would have been loath- 
some in any case. 

Even after the Youth Ordinance of March 1939 the constancy of HJ 
attendance was still not what it should have been, as too many 
teenagers came and went or did not enroll at all.4* The HJ leadership 
got some help in November 1939 when it was decreed that it could use 
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the state bureaucracy to enforce its rulings. This meant notifications to 
local and regional government agencies, such as county heads (Lan- 
drite) and, subsequently, the police.” Henceforth the HJ aimed to 
solve the truancy problem at two levels. If, for example, boys or girls 
had missed three meetings, the local gendarme could put them behind 
bars for an entire Sunday (so they would not miss school), on a diet of 
water and bread. Once parents were held responsible, Nazi Kreisleiter 
or district chiefs could threaten them with the withholding of social 
benefits until their children became faithful members.”° 

In the following months many HJ outposts tried this route, but 
with mixed results.°' Indeed, government agencies such as the judici- 
ary doubted the efficacy of currently available sanctions, not least 
because of the red tape involved.” Everyday practice bore this out. In 
Biberbach near Ulm on a Sunday in April 1941, several HJ members 
chose to go to church rather than attend a specially scheduled morning 
drill. They were supported in this not only by their parents but also by 
virtually the entire village population, of which it was said that “it 
holds the position that the boys belong in church, as there is enough 
time during the afternoon for drills.”*? Only in rare cases did young 
repeat offenders appear to have been actually arrested, tried, and pun- 
ished.** And so throughout the Reich, not much improvement was 
seen. In some places, such as the Bavarian district of Landsberg, by 
the middle of 1942 “there had not been any Hitler Youth activity for 
2-3 years.”>° 

Although at the national level, these incidents appear not to have 
had great importance, they still irked the Hitler Youth leadership. Thus 
the HJ leaders decided to solicit Heinrich Himmler’s aid in his capacity 
as Chief of SS and Police, including the Gestapo, in order to enforce 
total service in the HJ. Through the Youth Service Compulsion Decree 
of November 24, 1942, Himmler laid down much tougher laws that 
did not require bureaucratic channels to implement. The police were 
empowered to move quickly against a culprit’s parents, who could be 
fined or imprisoned. Alternatively, the youths themselves could be held 
accountable. They, too, could receive a fine, be incarcerated on the 
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express order of the Hitler Youth, or be taken into special custody by 
the criminal police or, worse, the Gestapo, as asocial aliens and unre- 
constructible criminals.°° Subsequently, this regulation served as the 
basis for much more rigorous attempts to stamp out absenteeism, espe- 
cially when combined with the ultimate social punishment meted out 
by the HJ, expulsion.°”? However, all this could not change the fact 
that Hitler Youth attendance even at the height of the war was not 
perfect.°® 

Young Germans who mustered the courage to resist HJ incorpora- 
tion often did so not just out of boredom or dislike of annoying rou- 
tines and drills. Many were individualistic enough to reject, on their 
own behalf, the stereotypical mold into which the Hitler Youth leader- 
ship wished to press all of its members, thereby allowing for no devia- 
tions from the norm, no idiosyncrasies whatsoever. The HJ’s idealized 
self-image was stiflingly uniform and militantly exclusive at the same 
time—in keeping with the vision of a future Nazi elite, in which many 
ruthless political fiihrers were needed for every governmental eche- 
lon.*? This uniformity was manifested not just by the required cloth- 
ing—black shorts or trousers and khaki shirts for the boys, and 
dark-blue skirts with white blouses for the girls—but also by the mili- 
tary short cut (with hair the length of matches) for the boys, and long 
braids or rolls for girls.°° Within specifically German frameworks, the 
ideologically racist Hitler Youth defined itself for practical purposes 
through folk songs, life in the outdoors, and physical exercise—said to 
be the opposite of international decadent Jewry, American-style films 
and jazz, and modern international art forms.°! 

Thus, even during times of (officially) universal HJ membership, 
when most members, like Hermann Graml and Margarete Hanns- 
mann, loved the daily cult and sports routines, there were always some 
reflective adolescents of both sexes who were different. They protested 
against the stifling rigor by refusing the state’s youth conscription. In 
this they were mostly acting alone and only sometimes with the back- 
ing of parents or friends. One boy in northern German Rendsburg, 
supported by his father, risked total confrontation with his leaders 
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simply by growing his hair long.® Another, Max von der Griin, later a 
writer, resented the demanding HJ because his father was incarcerated. 
Peter Wapnewski, later a professor of German literature, as a youth was 
hypnotized by American jazz and swing and thus forged a doctor’s let- 
ter to stay away. A Frankfurt boy who skipped the Hitler Youth meet- 
ings in favor of the movies altered his HJ identity card in order to view 
the adult-only films.® A particularly sensitive girl in Hamburg risked 
expulsion from the BDM because she found its views to be drivel, after 
she had seen paintings by Emil Nolde, George Grosz, and members of 
the Bauhaus school which were displayed as deterrents at the 1937 
Exhibition of Degenerate Art. Karma Rauhut, too, was a Hollywood 
film and jazz aficionado, who exchanged her meetings with BDM pals 
for ones with Eleanor Powell and Clark Gable. Like Wapnewski, Rose- 
marie Heise, socialized by Social Democratic parents, forged a medical 
certificate in order to stay home and listen clandestinely to the BBC. 
The noted Hitler biographer Joachim C. Fest, who even at seventeen 
was a critic of the Fiihrer and his Nazi regime, had never bothered to 
join the HJ. After he carved a small caricature of Hitler on his wooden 
desk in 1941, he faced expulsion from school as well as political 
recriminations from the Hitler Youth. Without hesitation, his sympa- 
thetic father took Joachim out of the Berlin Leibnitz-Gymnasium and 
quietly moved the family to Freiburg.® 

Although these exceptions were quite rare, they still contradicted, 
from the hopeful beginnings in 1933 to the catastrophic finale in 1945, 
the image of a uniform monopoly by the Hitler Youth that its leaders 
consistently projected. And few as they might have been, they consti- 
tuted the basis for several of the HJ’s growing problems. Yet there is no 
denying that the Hitler Youth, beginning with Schirach’s watch and 
continuing under Axmann, managed to gather by far the greater part of 
German youth between the ages of ten and eighteen into its fold. 


Authoritarianism, Militarism, Imperialism 


Although this was always denied by Hitler Youth leaders after 1945, 
the hallmark of HJ socialization was militarization, with a view to a 
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war of territorial expansion and, as its predetermined goal, the neutral- 
ization of Europe's Jews. To be sure, matters of military import had 
already played a role in the late Weimar republican youth movement, 
but, because of post-World War I disarmament, they were never as 
central or as significant. This situation had already begun to change 
with the rhetoric of Nazi leaders after January 1933, and it did change 
in April of 1935, after the introduction of universal conscription on 
March 16. Armed Forces Minister Werner von Blomberg announced: 
“Service in the Wehrmacht is the last and highest step in the general 
educational process of any young German, from the home to the 
school, to the HJ and Labor Service.”® At the same time, the youngest 
HJ boys of ages ten to fourteen were officially quoted as saying: “What 
are we now? Pimpfe. What do we want to be? Soldiers!” In 1937 Lieu- 
tenant Colonel Erwin Rommel, destined to be famous as Hitler's 
Desert Fox in the North African campaign, was appointed by the Ger- 
man Army High Command as the first liaison officer to the Hitler 
Youth leadership.”? During World War II, the connection between 
premilitary training in the HJ and actual combat in the field was of 
course made much more explicit, as one became a precondition for the 
other.”! 

Even before the beginning of the global conflict in September 1939, 
the most ingenuous Hitler Youths found this trend quite normal: they 
had been told in school and at home—to say nothing of the HJ 
itself—that Germany was preparing for an “unavoidable war.””* The 
most common Hitler Youth activities involving premilitary training 
were camp and hiking exercises, practiced in a far more rigorous way 
than the Weimar youths or the Boy Scouts in England had done. Local 
HJ groups enthusiastically played “war games” against each other, dur- 
ing which boys could be roughed up badly in order to steel themselves 
for greater adventures.’> Local camp events often took place in tents, 
with mandatory overnight stays; the game plan included many mili- 
tary features, such as roll calls during flag ceremonies, military trumpet 
fanfares, and rifle practice, all controlled by a strictly hierarchical com- 
mand rule.”4 Much importance was given to the study of maps and the 
spotting of imaginary or designated enemies (usually an opposing HJ 
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posse, perhaps from an adjacent city district). In the guise of games 
and play, constant vigilance and discipline were practiced.”> This 
applied as well to the regional and national hikes, which would take 
the Hitler Youth on strenuous marches to historically important sites, 
preferably near the borders of countries to be conquered later, such as 
Schleswig (Denmark) and East Prussia (Poland).”° Once the war had 
begun, these routines were well in place and were continued with the 
express purpose of immediately transferring eighteen-year-old youths 
into the armed forces.”” 

A large part of this premilitary training consisted of sports, in keep- 
ing with Hitler’s own tenets in Mein Kampf, where he had singled out 
boxing as his favorite.’* Indeed, boxing was one of the preferred sports 
in the Hitler Youth.”? Programmatically and in accordance with the 
biopolitical principles underlying the Nazis’ vélkisch community, it was 
held that sport was not a matter of individual relaxation, but a “neces- 
sity for keeping the Volk healthy”—hence to be entrusted exclusively to 
the national monopolist youth organization.®° From 1933 until well 
into the war, the Hitler Youth leadership organized large-scale regional 
and national competitions among its members, after having attained a 
state monopoly in the organization, administration, and conduct of all 
types of sport.*! Again, the connection with war was obvious: through 
sport the body was trained for combat, and certain sportsmen were 
needed for special tasks, such as skiers in the spring of 1940 after Ger- 
many had invaded Norway under General Eduard Dietl.** 

Whether they were aware of the military implications or not, most 
Hitler Youth members liked the sports, since there was plenty of vari- 
ety. There were calisthenics, swimming, fencing, ball games, and the 
nationally beloved soccer, which was said to further a mutual feeling of 
community.*’ The writer Siegfried Lenz reports that he was fond of 
spear throwing, preferring it even to handball and the high jump.*4 

But not all Hitler Youths were so happy with the sports and drill 
because much of it overextended them physically. Although this was 
not unusual in premilitary groups of any day or age, the Nazis per- 
fected sports and drill techniques so as to humiliate their young 
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charges to the point were they lost their self-respect, becoming deper- 
sonalized and totally malleable. “We had to run for hours,” writes one, 
“crawl through filth, and hop up and down.” “Did we feel degraded, 
drilled, demeaned, or caught?” writes another, in retrospect claiming 
not to have known that he was being readied “for a war.”®’ The HJ, 
explicitly honoring the Social Darwinist principle of the superiority of 
the fittest, encouraged individual and group sadism, physical and men- 
tal torture, and peer-group hazing, more than any republican youth 
league would have done. There were forced tests of courage such as 
making youths jump from five-meter boards into water, often when 
they could not swim, making them climb up the side of ravines with- 
out proper support, and forcing them to perform endless knee-bends. 
In one camp, a non-swimmer drowned in the deep end of a swimming 
pool.’ 

Learning how to shoot was a key element in premilitary training and 
a regular part of the agenda early on for all boys, from ages ten to eigh- 
teen. Those up to fourteen years practiced with air guns, while the 
older boys were taught how to use small-caliber rifles. The instruction 
was theoretical as well as practical.8” On the whole, these exercises were 
understandably very popular with the HJ membership, who for some 
years could not foresee but only guess to what uses their skills would be 
put one day.®8 But their enthusiasm did not diminish after the war 
began and the need for gun training became wholly transparent. If 
anything, more frequent and elaborate shooting matches such as those 
prescribed by an ordinance of October 15, 1939, sharpened the boys’ 
appetite for real-life combat, since they had already been sufficiently 
conditioned in a martially attuned society.®’ Frequently, the increased 
familiarity with and casual handling of guns led to accidents, as in Feb- 
ruary 1941 in Munich, when a sixteen-year-old Gymnasium student 
shot his friend to death with a handgun during play-acting. The 
revolver was a Browning, which at the time was routinely handed out 
to Hitler Youths by their superiors.” 

Although gun sports were prevalent throughout the Hitler Youth, 
they may have mattered less in some branches and more in others, 
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depending on their specialization. Apart from the general HJ, there 
were some specialized units that were regarded as more elite than 
others, such as those with gliders, then turning into the Fliers’ HJ. In 
these units, experience in the air was paramount, often after courses in 
model-plane construction, and playing with handguns or rifles took 
second place.”! It is obvious that these eager young pilots were coveted 
by Géring’s Luftwaffe when the war was on, just as the ground forces 
would claim experienced members from special details for motorcycles 
and even automobiles (Motor HJ). In the Motor HJ, some of the 
vehicles were owned by senior HJ members or their well-to-do fathers; 
others could train on the HJ’s own vehicles, which again incited much 
enthusiasm in the boys.?* In the North, the Marine HJ was sought- 
after, since many youths in Hamburg, Bremen, or Kiel were already 
familiar with sailboats and kayaks.’ After 1938 these young men easily 
found their way into the Navy, which most of them joined just as will- 
ingly as others did the Luftwaffe. Like the motor branches, members of 
the Equestrian HJ and the Communications HJ, which trained with 
the telephone and Morse code, would also merge with conventional 
ground troops.” 

There also was a music division in the Hitler Youth. The boys 
and girls who flocked to it were artistically inclined and, because of 
their sensitivity, less interested in physical activities and therefore 
more subject to harassment by their peers than was the norm.”? The 
music cadres usually were attached to radio stations (HJ-Rundfunk- 
Spielscharen), where HJ choirs or small orchestral ensembles per- 
formed alongside other offerings, frequently political ones, broadcast 
live from the studios. These HJ musical groups also performed at pub- 
lic recitals, and whenever the Hitler Youth leadership needed them for 
inspiration at its own political and disciplinary exercises, such as 
regional camp meetings or occasions when the HJ had to reinforce 
Nazi Party rallies.°° At drill time the repetitious use of a song helped in 
the numbing of young minds, as part of the Nazi educational canon.” 
Such music could be turned exclusively to serving ideological ends, 
aided by a plethora of ideologically charged texts. Fully aware of this, 
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the HJ leadership maintained music academies and chairs at universi- 
ties to help in the forming of politicized musical Nazi servants. Some 
respectable German composers, including Heinrich Spitta and Wolf- 
gang Fortner, contributed their talents to this effort, and Carl Orff 
wanted to put together at least one songbook for HJ mass consump- 
tion in 1933.°8 Indeed, most of the songs that the Hitler Youths were 
encouraged to chant, in the manner of soldiers on the march, were 
clearly martial in character, related to Fatherland, duty, honor, blood 
and soil, and above all fighting and death.”’ A prime example of this is 
“Our Flag Is Showing Us the Way,” with lyrics by the would-be poet 
Schirach himself, used for HJ propaganda as early as 1933 in the Ufa 
film Hitlerjunge Quex, which glorified the 1932 Nazi martyrdom of 
Herbert Norkus. The song conjures up a battleground, speaks of defy- 
ing danger, of a glowing Germany, of possible doom, of Hitler the 
Fiihrer (“We are marching for Hitler through night and dread / With 
the banner of youth for freedom and bread”), and reassures the enrap- 
tured singers that “we are the soldiers of the future.” °° 

As one might expect, even in peacetime the Hitler Youth boys and 
girls spent a good many hours per week in HJ-owned houses, after 
school or work and regularly on weekends. Here indoctrination took 
place and plans were made for extracurricular outdoor activities, such 
as bivouacs, sports, and drill. In the early years of the Third Reich, 
existing Weimar youth movement hostels were confiscated and new 
HJ clubhouses were built from scratch or by renovating rudimentary 
structures such as stables and tool sheds. During this construction and 
the meetings following it, the beloved HJ hymns were intoned.!! 
These clubhouses (HJ-Heime) became much more important in the 
winter time, when the teenagers could not be sent away to rural areas 
to do some practical work for the nation. For the regime, the most 
valuable of these tasks, especially during summer school vacations, 
turned out to be the work of aiding the peasants on the farms. Such 
field activity helped serve the purpose of keeping the youths physically 
fit, while at the same time honoring the Nazi dogma of “Blood and 
Soil,” which tried to put a stop to the current exodus from the land to 
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the cities. Not least, such work was good for the overall economy and 
was, once again, an important preparatory step toward premilitary re- 
cruitment and, eventually, the deployment of young people in battle, 
the occupied territories, and for war emergencies at home.'” 

From the beginning of organized agricultural service, around 1934, 
the Nazis targeted eastern territories in particular, first German ones 
adjoining the Polish border such as Pomerania and Silesia, with a view 
to occupying them in a sweep of conquest behind the German 
Wehrmacht.!% Thus helping on the farms and in the fields, whether 
this involved harvesting, cutting wood, or milking cows, was comple- 
mentary to the barely disguised imperialistic hikes by Hitler Youths to 
the coveted borders.!°4 When the time came, these youths would know 
those territories and how to exploit them. HJ-Landdienst, or agricul- 
tural service, was always characterized by an imperialist quality. Its ide- 
ology was based on that of the racist Artamanen, a pre-1933 youth 
league on the extreme right of would-be eastern settlers, to which lead- 
ing National Socialists had once belonged, among them Heinrich 
Himmler, Reich Peasant Leader Richard Walther Darré, and the future 
commandant of Auschwitz, Rudolf Hoess. It is telling that the Arta- 
manen were among the few Weimar republican youth groups to blend 
easily with Schirach’s budding Nazi youth movement, when it 
absorbed them in 1933.1! 

It was during the war that the agricultural youth service revealed its 
true predatory character. Teenagers were sent to the newly conquered 
western areas of Poland where many Germans lived in the countryside, 
most of them adhering to a standard of nutrition and hygiene typical 
of their Polish neighbors, which the Germans in the Reich despised. 
The mission of German youth was to re-educate those ethnic Ger- 
mans, or Volksdeutsche, and lead them back to the proper ways of the 
life and livelihood of their forefathers. Eventually, such Nazi hubris 
even extended to Germans living in the western borderlands such 
as Eupen and Malmédy, which had been reconquered from Belgium, 
and Alsace-Lorraine, reconquered from France. In the Southeast adja- 
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cent to annexed Austria, Lower Styria, too, once part of Yugoslavia, 
was targeted, 1° 

In 1940 this HJ service was still voluntary, and tens of thousands of 
teenagers moved to the borderlands. Not only did they willingly toil 
on the farms, in the forests, and in the fields, but they also gave Ger- 
man lessons to ethnic Germans who had lost or adulterated their lan- 
guage.'°” Nazi-specific culture, such as that derived from traditional 
German music or folk dance, and ideological issues also became part of 
the broader catechism.'°° Many of the Germans from Poland were to 
be resettled in the Reich, and this number was greatly increased after 
1941, when approximately 350,000 emigrants from rural areas of the 
Soviet Union, mostly the so-called Volga Germans, had to be cared for 
as well, in large resettlement camps.'” By 1942 this colonization work 
had become mandatory for members of the Hitler Youth, and they 
were typically deployed during the summer or fall for a period of six 
weeks, when entire classes were taken out of school and sent on the 
job.'!® During such sojourns German youths were also commanded to 
guard the youth of conquered nations in special camps, in particular 
Polish youth, and in this way were taught the techniques of subjuga- 
tion, which not all of the Reich’s teenagers were immediately comfort- 
able with.''’ Now more than ever the Hitler Youth leaders—as did 
Himmler’s SS—worked with the concept of Wehrbauerntum, or forti- 
fied farmsteads, as border bastions in an incrementally conquered East, 
where young German families would be settled, plow in one hand and 
gun in the other. The goal, originally projected by the Artamanen in 
the 1920s, was to subjugate the indigenous populations and use them 
as slaves on the land that had been taken from them, with the Germans 
as sole beneficiaries and absolute masters.'!” 

On the home front during the war, the Hitler Youth went from door 
to door collecting valuable raw materials, such as rags, paper, and 
scraps of metal for recycling, an activity that was essential for the war 
economy. HJ members also had to participate in the search for mush- 
rooms and for herbs, used for tea and medicinal purposes, as well as 
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helping out in town and country in various auxiliary positions, such 
as tram conductor, ersatz-coffee dispenser at train stations, or letter 
carrier.1}4 

But the ultimate trial for the Hitler Youth came during direct con- 
tact with the effects of the war itself, on the home front as the tide 
turned against the Germans. HJ members had to assist soldiers who 
were home on furlough or sick leave, many exhausted or disabled, 
some of them maimed beyond recognition. The boys and girls helped 
in the building of fortifications in the streets or close to the fronts and 
were on call for emergencies and war-triggered catastrophes such as 
flooding.''* Teenagers functioned as air raid wardens and helped to 
fight fires, often at lethal risk to themselves. One former Hitler Youth, 
sixteen years old in 1940, remembers what he saw: “People under 
shock, with burns and singed hair, old women who had gone insane, 
mothers with an injured toddler in a blanket, momentarily blinded 
people, men weeping quietly. Pictures which carried me into many 
nightmares.”!'> The worst such experience occurred after half of Ham- 
burg had been leveled by British phosphor bombs, in July and August 
of 1943. The Nazi regime praised those youngsters as heroes—twelve, 
thirteen, or fourteen years old—who had saved civilians from burning 
ruins, even as some were themselves consumed by flames. One of those 
who made it through the inferno, which killed 42,000, writes that “we 
didn’t have any sun at all for three or four days; it was completely dark 
out. We only saw a blood-red ball in the distance, which didn’t pene- 
trate the dark cloud that hovered over Hamburg for days: smoke, cin- 
ders, and ashes. The dead were piled in the entrances of houses. And 
when you went by you just saw a heap of feet, some barefoot, some 
with burned soles. The corpses were beyond identification. We would 
dig entire families out of their basements, sometimes two, three weeks 
later; they'd fit into a bathtub. Even the adults were very small. They 
were completely mummified, burned, and melted together by the 
heat.” 116 

One might think that youth cohorts thus conditioned by a totalitar- 
ian regime were, like Sparta’s young, toughened by removal from their 
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primary environments of nurture and formal education, whether 
parental homes or schools. This was undoubtedly the ideal of the Nazi 
state in recruiting suitable leaders and followers, to keep the millennial 
Reich on track. However, Nazi socialization of the young in the long 
run was difficult because in Germany it had to contend with tradition- 
ally strong mainstays of society, namely parents and teachers and in 
some cases employers, with whom Hitler Youths might be apprentic- 
ing. Although the employers became less of a problem because the pri- 
macy of a war economy was recognized early and shops might make 
fewer demands on a youth’s available time, ties to home and school 
posed difficulties which the HJ leadership took pains to overcome. In 
this struggle, the HJ leaders knew they could count on Hitler himself, 
who in the 1920s had declared in Mein Kampf (a book that few Ger- 
mans bothered to read or take seriously) that developing a fit body was 
paramount, and anything else, including “the development of intellec- 
tual acumen,” took second place.'!”? In December 1938, after the 
Sudeten crisis, Hitler made clear his concept of the total politicization 
of youth when he announced publicly: “After these youths have 
entered our organizations at age ten and there experienced, for the first 
time, some fresh air . . . we shall under no circumstances return them 
into the hands of our old champions of class and social standing, but 
instead place them immediately in the Party or the Labor Front, the SA 
or SS... And then the Wehrmacht will take them over for further 
treatment ... And thus they will never be free again, for the rest of 
their lives.”!!8 

To be sure, in the beginning the Hitler Youth leadership, with its 
revolutionary self-image, paid lip service to the institutions of old, but 
only to trick them into submission and subsequently to defeat them. 
Pronouncing on a three-pillar theory of home, school, and HJ, Baldur 
von Schirach early on attempted to assure parents that their traditional 
role as nurturers would not be interfered with, and educators that they 
would remain role models in the classrooms. But even then he left no 
doubt that the HJ’s task of indoctrinating the young with the Nazi 
weltanschauung and developing their physical and martial prowess 
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took precedence over any traditional grooming.'!? Still, to pacify espe- 
cially the teachers, Schirach in conjunction with the Reich Education 
Ministry allowed for a Staatsjugendtag or State Youth Day in June 
1934. This meant that much of the weekly HJ service encroaching on 
school time would be concentrated outside of school on Saturdays, 
during which those teenagers of ages ten to fourteen not yet organized 
in the HJ were allowed to remain in regular school attendance. Wednes- 
day evenings were to belong to the HJ.!”° To placate parents, Sundays 
were to be reserved for them, and Schirach made a special point 
in 1937 that Christmas, now as ever, was “the festival of the German 
family.”!*! Even in 1940, after the HJ had achieved unassailable state 
monopoly status, the three-pillar theory was still upheld, with the fam- 
ily being singled out as the avatar of pre-school socialization.'”* By this 
time, however, the HJ leadership had not only made service in its ranks 
a national obligation, but was also able to use the exigencies of war as a 
rationale to step up its battle against parents and teachers alike. 

In Fear, a play from 1944, Bertolt Brecht depicts the situation of a 
couple fearing they will be denounced by their son, Klaus-Heinrich, as 
he steps out of their flat for a short period to buy himself some candy. 
Even after his return home, they have no way of knowing whether or 
not he has turned them in to the Gestapo. They are certain that Klaus- 
Heinrich has overheard anti-regime remarks, and they know that he is 
a member of the Hitler Youth.'”* This fictionalized scenario was a very 
real one for many parents of Hitler Youths who could not hold their 
tongues, certainly in the period before the beginning of the war when 
the official status of the HJ often seemed arbitrary and parents still 
assumed their traditional educational prerogative. Indeed, there are 
documented cases where children turned in their parents to the police, 
for whatever reason—such as a certain Herr Hess, once a Communist, 
who had called the Fiihrer “a blood-crazed maniac.” Reported by his 
son, a mid-level HJ leader, he was arrested on the very night of the 
remark and sent to Dachau, where he died at age forty of a sudden 
“heart failure.”!?4 There are other instances where brazen HJ leaders, 
callow youths of sixteen or seventeen in uniform, confronted the 
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fathers of sons in their cadres and threatened them en masse.'”° Girls 
did the same to mothers.!2° Much more numerous, however, were 
those cases in which, as Brecht describes, parents thought some anti- 
regime remark had been made or where the HJ child knew of their for- 
mer political affiliation, such as Communism, Social Democracy, or 
membership in a religious sect like the anti-Nazi Jehovah’s Wit- 
nesses.!’” Nor were political or ideological factors the only reason for a 
denunciation. Normal intergenerational conflict may have somehow 
been resolved in the democracy before 1933. But in Hitler’s totalitar- 
ian Volksgemeinschaft, which often pitted son against father or daughter 
against mother as a matter of tactics, such conflict was being politi- 
cized, to be exploited subsequently by Schirach’s HJ in order to keep 
the adults in check.'”* Thus perhaps unwittingly, children often be- 
came pawns in a fundamental confrontation between the regime and 
its less than pliant subjects. 

Without a doubt, regime leaders knew and took advantage of the 
fact that for many youngsters the parental atmosphere was too narrow, 
or that they could not abide a family’s religious practices, now frowned 
upon in the Hitler Youth.!?? Melita Maschmann, later an influential 
BDM leader, once met a young sympathizer who disliked his father, a 
professor of psychology, because he was a devotee of Freud.!%° Aes- 
thetic reasons, such as a distaste for the plebeian Nazi uniforms, moti- 
vated many parents to try to keep their children from joining the HJ 
when this was still not compulsory, and this provoked resentment in 
their children.'*! National Socialism as celebrated in the Hitler Youth 
symbolized something new. The “revolution” that Schirach liked to 
invoke was seen as genuine by adolescents who often thought their 
old-fashioned parents were behind the times. Many young people 
wanted novelty and change and perceived the HJ as offering it. 

Still, there is no denying that tension between the HJ and parents 
constituted only one side of the coin, for on the other was the huge 
reservoir of sympathy that a plurality of parents harbored for the Nazi 
cause. HJ leaders could always count on Nazi parents, some of whom 
had been Old Fighters in Hitler’s Time of Struggle in the 1920s, to win 
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over the lukewarm or resistant ones. These parents frequently went to 
great lengths, for example organizing “Parent Friends of the HJ,” a 
lobby that was formed in early 1936 in Hanover.!*? 

The situation was more complicated in the case of schools and 
teachers: whereas the HJ was an institution of Party and State, educa- 
tional institutions nominally were its equal because they came under 
the time-hallowed State Ministry of Education. By contrast, the family 
was traditionally in the private, not public, sphere. Hence Schirach 
had a freer hand whenever the Ministry elected to cooperate with him 
on behalf of its teachers, but he got exercised whenever the Ministry or 
teachers attempted to restrain him. Fortunately for him, Schirach was 
a much more dynamic, and certainly much younger, Nazi official than 
the former secondary-school teacher Bernhard Rust, the Minister of 
Education, whose love of the bottle was the stuff of Nazi gossip. 

In his struggle with the schools Schirach was indirectly able to claim 
victory after the proclamation of the Law for the Reconstitution of the 
Civil Service on April 7, 1933, whereby unreliable teachers, such as 
Social Democrats and Communists (to say nothing of the Jews), were 
summarily dismissed. What followed were screening routines of the 
remaining teaching staff by the police, which, as irreversible actions, 
could only work in the future interest of the HJ leadership.'** Thus 
when the Staatsjugendtag was introduced in May 1934, it looked like a 
concession by Schirach to the teachers, but its concept and practice 
were still so much to the disadvantage of the schools that it was aban- 
doned in December 1936—significantly, at just the time when 
Schirach claimed to have united all of Germany’s youth under his lead- 
ership. One telling sign that the Staatsjugendtag had been a shabby 
compromise for teachers was that although on Saturdays it had kept 
non-HJ pupils under fourteen in the classrooms, about a quarter of 
youths over fourteen had been missing class on Saturdays because, as 
HJ leaders, they had to supervise the younger HJ pupils in the field.!*4 
By May of 1938 Schirach felt strong enough to launch a massive pub- 
lic attack on the school system, claiming that it was hopelessly out of 
date, counter-revolutionary, and statically tied to the civil-service 
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tenure of its teachers. Schirach echoed Hitler’s sentiment in Mein 
Kampf when he asked: “Why is it that almost all the men our nation 
takes pride in have advanced themselves not because of their school 
education, but in spite of it?”!*° 

With some good will, Schirach could have found common ground 
with the teachers, for the majority were neither Nazis nor anti-Nazis 
but German national conservatives, who despite the defeat of 1918 
had adapted themselves in the Weimar Republic and did not find it too 
difficult to acquiesce in the post-1933 order. In 1980 Alfred Andersch 
drew a portrait of this type: a Gymnasium teacher with a pot belly, 
always smartly dressed in suit and tie, smug, a believer in law and order 
who would vacillate between dispensing favors and picking on stu- 
dents for the sake of maintaining absolute power, and, inevitably, 
proud of his World War I record. This particular teacher, under whom 
Andersch studied Greek and history at the Wittelsbacher Gymnasium 
in Munich in 1928, was the principal of that well-regarded school. His 
name was Secret Counselor Gebhard Himmler, at that time sixty-three 
years old and the well-respected father of Heinrich.!*° 

The authoritarian and militaristic persona of teachers like the older 
Himmler eventually blended easily with the ideal of totalitarian educa- 
tors which the Third Reich espoused, even before the pressure of the 
second war. Indeed, constant classroom references to personal war 
experience between 1914 and 1918 bolstered the self-esteem of teach- 
ers and—this Schirach could appreciate—kept most of the students 
spellbound. The teachers were able to accommodate Goethe, Beethoven, 
Nietzsche, and Schopenhauer, as they lauded the demise of modernism 
which they had experienced during the Republic. As called for, the 
moribund monarchic idea of the Hohenzollerns was easily supplanted 
by the notion of a National Socialist Reich, and for the teachers, too, 
Fatherland turned into Volksgemeinschaft. The concentration in Nazi- 
style history classes on figures of the Germanic past, such as Arminius 
the Cheruscan, Luther, Frederick the Great, and Bismarck, was little 
different from that in the schools in the decades after German Unifica- 
tion in 1871.19” 
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Even within this conservative yet adaptable set, there were those 
who embraced Hitler and Nazism fully only in the aftermath of the 
threatening Law of April 1933.'98 This law was much more on the 
minds of that minority of anti-Nazi teachers who were forced to hide 
their opposition to the regime under various guises. They had to walk a 
tightrope between internal rejection of the Hitlerites and postures of 
approval. Many had been lucky not to have been caught by the law, for 
once found out and denounced—by malevolent colleagues or fanatical 
HJ pupils—they could not only be dismissed but also arrested and 
incarcerated, especially if they had already once been demoted.!°? 

The courage of those teachers often bordered on the miraculous, 
and their ruses in cheating Nazi superiors were nothing short of ingen- 
ious. One teacher called Krattge, “a young man with thick glasses, a 
high forehead, and unkempt hair,” taught German literature in Berlin. 
He was hated by many and beloved by few. He emphasized themes of 
peace where everyone spoke of struggle, exposing the cruelty in a poem 
about a soldier lying mortally wounded at the front for two days with- 
out anyone tending to him. The torture ballad “Feet in the Fire,” from 
the Huguenot Wars in France, was subtly twisted to point at the Nazis’ 
victims.!“° Heinrich Béll reports that Herr Schmitz, his German 
teacher in Cologne, used Mein Kampf as a mandatory text, by way of a 
bad example, to teach his pupils concision.'*! There is a touching story 
of a teacher who clandestinely approached Max von der Griin as a 
young boy, whose father, a Jehovah’s Witness, was then languishing in 
Flossenbiirg concentration camp and whose hatred of the Nazis was 
ferocious. The teacher removed newspaper wrappings, produced the 
Jewish author Stefan Zweig’s Decisive Moments in History, and im- 
plored his student not to show it to anybody. “For me, this was the 
hour of destiny in my life,” writes von der Griin. “I began to read with 
awareness. I began to develop an interest in history, and the history I 
read was very different from what we were taught at school.” In short, 
says von der Griin, he began to read “the history of the vanquished 
rather than that of the victors.”! 

Predictably, the Nazi concept of the superior Aryan race constituted 
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the framework for subjects such as biology, history, and geography, and 
some teachers adapted neutral subjects like those in the hard sciences 
or mathematics to ideology by dwelling on military examples, as could 
be done with ballistics. In music, Beethoven and Wagner were stressed 
and Jewish composers like Mendelssohn ignored.!*? Invariably, such 
teachers humiliated pupils who were wholly or partially Jewish for as 
long as they were allowed to be in the classrooms.'“* The comportment 
of these teachers conformed closely to Nazi etiquette: some of them 
arrived in mustard-colored Party uniforms, barked in a tone of military 
command, offered the Hitler salute, or boasted of honorary positions 
in the regime.!*° 

Not least because of the growing cooperation of many of those 
teachers, Schirach was slowly but steadily winning his campaign 
against the schools. Until the outbreak of the war, more and more 
teachers complied with his demands that they act as recruiting agents 
for his youth groups, and more and more of the younger ones donned 
HJ uniforms, thus symbolizing the increasing subservience of formal 
education to Nazi indoctrination.'4° Building on earlier efforts, 
Schirach by February 1938 had succeeded in creating the category of 
“liaison teachers” (Vertrauenslehrer), educators as mere stooges of the 
Hitler Youth.'*” Pupils themselves eagerly arrived in their classrooms 
dressed in HJ outfits; as Manfred Rommel, son of the general and a 
future lord mayor of Stuttgart, described it, “we tended to be against 


the school and in our HJ uniforms felt like grown-ups and strong in a 


group.” !48 


By 1937 it had become obvious that the mounting politicization of 
the teachers combined with the growing neglect of school matters in 
favor of HJ service by many students was leading to a dilution of con- 
ventional pedagogical standards; students were learning less. Schirach 
seized the moment in early 1938 by once again ridiculing teaching as a 
profession and insisting on the superiority of ideological and character 
training, HJ-style, over the acquisition of formal knowledge. In a ges- 
ture of defeat, Minister Rust then shortened secondary education by 
a year, with the dire consequence that even fewer young men and 
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women were willing to enter the teaching profession than before. This 
was on the eve of the war, when the teachers’ collective strength was 
already being sapped by countless individual conscriptions.!° 

The war years served merely to demonstrate further the capitulation 
of the conventional school system to the HJ, against the background of 
continuing powerlessness in parental homes. Teachers, no less than 
parents, in the spring of 1940 and again in the fall of 1942, com- 
plained about the broken relationship between schools and families on 
the one side, and the Hitler Youth on the other, despite the necessities 
of a global war that was ideologically sanctioned.!°? The HJ leadership 
remained unmoved; it had further disparaged the family with im- 
punity, and it knew that millions of its charges had been weaned from 
the schools and were now putting in service in the armed forces or 
in the Party echelons.!°! Denunciations of dissident teachers on the 
indictment of defeatism had become easier and more frequent; more- 
over, large numbers of the younger and more fanatical teachers who 
were at the fronts returned to the classrooms on furlough, in order to 
incite an already militarized student body further.'*? The school cur- 
riculum itself had become less substantive, shortened and progressively 
corrupted by ideology or applied war-related arts.!°> Isolated protests 
by school principals against the widespread alienation of students from 
the classrooms, because of services required for Party and State, re- 
mained unheard, as exemplified by a particularly urgent letter from a 
secondary-school official in Goslar, in September 1942.14 As one 
schoolboy, Hitler Youth, and soldier, not without cynicism, later re- 
corded in his memoirs: “Learning was postponed to the period after 
the Final Victory.” !°° 

Early in the war the Hitler Youth was provided with an additional 
opportunity to strengthen its powers over both parents and teachers. 
By September 27, 1940, Hitler had decided to create a program called 
Kinderlandverschickung (KLV), or “Save the Children in the Coun- 
try,” with the HJ in charge. Its purpose was to protect children old 
enough to be separated from their parents, from about age four to the 
early teens, from the bombs increasingly falling on German towns and 
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cities, by removing them to out-of-the-way, non-urban places. Chil- 
dren could be sent away for six months at a time, and once installed in 
specially prepared HJ living quarters, they were subject to rigorous dis- 
ciplinary controls beyond the purview of their parents. While children 
up to age ten were sent to live with Nazi families by state social work- 
ers, those between ten and fourteen were in HJ-controlled locations. 
Usually themselves members of the HJ, these children came to be 
supervised by somewhat older Hitler Youths. Thus, the parental home 
appears to have been totally eclipsed.!°° 

This expansion of HJ jurisdiction over the nation’s young posed new 
problems for parents and teachers alike. The main question for the par- 
ents was whether they should allow their children to leave at all. But 
while that decision was indeed their own, most of them had little 
choice because the Nazis’ argument that children should be protected 
from bombs was a sensible one; moreover, since pupils were removed 
from schools by grades as class units, peer pressure made it virtually 
impossible for a single child to stay behind.!*” 

The boys and girls were carried by special trains to rural locations all 
over Germany, but also—and here the imperialism of the Nazi regime 
was the underlying factor—to villages in Axis countries such as Ro- 
mania, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Slovakia, and more significantly, to 
conquered areas, such as Luxembourg, the Protectorate of Bohemia 
and Moravia, Denmark, and western Poland. Depending on their 
luck, the children and their warders might be quartered in the shabbi- 
est of surroundings, such as run-down hospitals or school buildings in 
poverty-stricken parts of Bohemia, or in luxury hotels and even beach 
resorts and castles, as in Tirol and Luxembourg. The camps in Poland 
were almost always wretched, while the ones in South Germany 
tended to be in swank little pensions in alpine resorts with names like 
Garmisch-Partenkirchen and Berchtesgaden. If the statistics are reli- 
able, 200,000 special trains transported approximately five million 
German children to as many as 12,000 camps by early 1945, at which 
time the actions were officially called off.!°8 

More often than not, the fear among parents was great, for however 


46 HITLER YOUTH 


much they trusted this program in their heads, they were suspicious of 
it in their hearts—unless they were the sturdiest of Nazis. The HJ 
knew this and therefore discouraged visits by parents to their camp 
sites wherever they could, even though they were not always success- 
ful.’°? Children found it difficult to communicate with their mother 
or father because their letters home were censored; sometimes they 
were even ordered by their HJ supervisors to write that they were doing 
well, homesickness and illnesses notwithstanding.'©° However, the reg- 
ulations were still on the parents’ side; so if they really wanted to have 
their children back home, there was nothing that could be done to stop 
them.!°! Usually it was sufficient for children to convince the HJ or 
their parents that they were quite ill, so that they could be brought 
home.! 

Not only was it clear that the HJ was winning more victories over 
parents through the KLV program, but the HJ also found ways to fur- 
ther aggravate the teachers. The regime had fiendishly made use of its 
scheme of multiple responsibilities by which no agency knew who was 
ultimately in charge of public administration, and representatives of 
the Party, symbolizing the Nazi revolution, usually prevailed over the 
State’s civil servants. In the case of KLV, the teachers who were trans- 
planted from the classrooms to the HJ camps were supposedly respon- 
sible for a continuation of the pedagogical process and were even told 
to exercise supervision, whereas in fact the much younger Hitler Youth 
leaders who controlled the logistics of the camps were the true bosses. 
Even though the regime saw to it that most of the teachers sent out 
were trusted members of the National Socialist Teachers’ League 
(NSLB), this arrangement turned into a true humiliation of the educa- 
tors and a triumph for Baldur von Schirach and his successor, Artur 
Axmann.!% 

To settle the control issue, altercations between teachers and HJ 
camp leaders were common; these ended with an academic victory for 
the former and an actual one for the latter.°¢ The HJ leaders enjoyed 
the added advantage of easy recourse to local Party powers, such as 
regional Hitler Youth chiefs or, as in the Protectorate, a regent such as 
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the egregious Karl Hermann Frank.!® To a greater extent than earlier 
in the Reich, normal school routines were reduced and sacrificed to HJ 
exercise and drill, often led by thoroughly corrupt young chieftains, 
with the result that the evacuated pupils were reading even fewer 
school texts than before.!® The ultimate affront to the teaching profes- 
sion occurred after a low point of the war in early 1943, when many 
more of the younger teachers were conscripted for the trenches, while 
the remaining older ones came under the command of ever younger 
Hitler Youths, because the older HJ members were at the fronts.!° 

At the KLY sites, in total disregard of the encumbered teaching per- 
sonnel, the HJ extended its proven drill regimen from the home bases, 
again with calculated attention paid to premilitary training. Children 
were bullied, especially if they were found to be bed wetting—a fre- 
quent occurrence in the camps and indicative of the sense of loss they 
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generally must have felt. 
recounts one-time inmate Ralf Dahrendorf, today a British subject and 
member of the House of Lords.!® In some places, ten- or twelve-year- 
olds who were starting to masturbate had their hands covered with 
thick gloves and then tied to the bed frames. But in other sites there 
were masturbation contests, and the entire practice became part of the 
entrenched hazing regimen.'7? Regular HJ announcements at roll calls 
about the air-raid death of close relatives, designed to toughen the 
charges’ character, often broke the spirits of the stunned youths.!7! 
Unsanitary conditions and inferior nutrition frequently caused dis- 
eases that could not be cured because of lack of medications and med- 
ical staff, although the HJ did not hesitate to use medical students. !” 
The darkest aspect of this entire exercise, in keeping with the racist- 
imperialistic aims of the Nazis, was that they purposely planted their 
youth in surroundings known to be hostile to them. This afforded the 
HJ ample opportunity to point out the difference between HJ children 
as heirs of the master race on the one side, and those slaves who had 
already been vanquished, on the other. This was not without danger to 
the youngsters, who in Occupied Poland and the Protectorate in par- 
ticular were always regarded with unmitigated hostility in the streets, 


48 HITLER YOUTH 


to the point where it was dangerous for them to be alone or in small 
groups without the protection of firearms held at the ready by accom- 
panying senior Hitler Youths.'”? Children were being taught to hate in 
the field, as it were; they would have to use this skill later at the 
extended fronts, to defend their status as members of the German rul- 
ing caste. 


Problems of Training, Discipline, and Leadership 


To liberate itself completely from the conventional school system, 
the Hitler Youth attempted to create educational institutions of its 
own. These were the Adolf-Hitler-Schulen (AHS), which Baldur von 
Schirach, behind Reich Minister Rust’s back, in early 1937 conceived 
in an alliance with Robert Ley, the leader of the German Labor Front 
(DAF) and a fellow Party dignitary. Not surprisingly, Rust was furious 
when he found out. Hitler, however, was on the side of Schirach and 
the schools that would bear his name. 

The first of these schools was opened on April 20, 1937, the 
Fithrer’s forty-eighth birthday, in Pomeranian Créssinsee, at one of 
Ley’s own training establishments. The projection was for about fifty 
such schools, at least one for each Nazi Gau or region, with a projected 
enrollment of 15,000 altogether. By 1941, however, there were only 
ten schools, and at the end of 1943, a mere 2,027 pupils attended. One 
reason was lack of money, for the Party’s purse was notoriously tight as 
the war progressed. Upon graduation, after six years of schooling (sub- 
sequent to their initial six in a primary school), AHS students were 
supposed to enter one of Ley’s own “order castles” for further Party 
training. Thereafter, a special Nazi university, the Hohe Schule, under 
chief Party ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, was to take over as a political- 
elite finishing school.!”4 

As a new type of secondary school, the Adolf-Hitler-Schulen were 
Nazi Party—specific, and therein lay their early promise for Party lead- 
ers like Schirach and Ley. Beginning with the process of recruit- 
ment, the schools’ entire structure rejected previous educational ideals: 
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they were anti-traditional, anti-knowledge, anti-Gymnasium, and 
anti-parent. The schools’ charter was supposed to be inspired by a rev- 
olutionary dynamic, which would motivate its pupils always to put 
Nazi dogma first. The selection of AHS pupils was to be made by 
HJ leaders in conjunction with regional representatives of the Party, a 
certain contingent of them being assigned annually to each Gau. Al- 
though the sons of proven Nazi parents were to be preferred, the par- 
ents themselves could not apply for their children’s admission and later 
were forbidden to take their offspring out of an AHS school. Selection 
criteria focused on Hitler Youth boys at least twelve years old, racially 
attractive, fit for sports and drill—hence with already outstanding pro- 
Nazi dispositions and what was called “character,” a quality deemed 
superior to intellect and based on Nazi notions of honor, bravery, and 
devotion to the Fiihrer. The ultimate career objectives for AHS stu- 
dents, as far as the regime was concerned, were jobs in the Party hierar- 
chy, such as HJ leader or Gau administrator, and, as a second choice, 
jobs as conventional civil servants.!”° 

Because of the lack of synchronization of curricula with ordinary 
secondary schools, the pattern of continuing education beyond pri- 
mary school, and the very restricted role of parents during initial selec- 
tion, the prescribed quotas for these new institutions were never 
attained. It was not at all surprising, Albert Speer pointed out in his 
postwar memoirs, that “the top functionaries did not send their chil- 
dren to those schools themselves.”!7° When toward the end of the war 
the Party officials saw the error of their ways, they decided to allow 
intelligence more weight than “character,” and to create, upon gradua- 
tion, the formal learning prerequisites for entry to the Reich’s universi- 
ties. But it was already far too late; the damage had been done.!”” 

The inferior quality of instruction was a result of the collective pro- 
file of the teachers handpicked by the HJ leadership. Whereas the older 
teachers tended to be staunch Party cronies, the younger ones, still 
in their twenties, were HJ liaison teachers, for whom Nazi politics 
and ideology ranked above scholarship. Shunning the time-honored 
school books, they worked with study aids manufactured by the social 
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engineers of the Hitler Youth.!”8 A specially dedicated Educators’ 
Academy in Sonthofen was on the drawing board as early as 1938, in 
order to mold the AHS instructors of the future, but by 1943 these 
plans still had not been realized.'”? One and all, those teachers were 
“good comrades,” concedes former AHS student Harald Grundmann, 
“they strove admirably, but they did not know enough.”!8° 

This lack of teaching qualifications was reflected in the curriculum. 
Although Schirach himself maintained in 1938 that in his new schools 
the substance would remain the same and only the teaching methods 
would change, the reality was different.!8! To a large degree, AHS in- 
struction consisted of an intensification of the physical and mental 
exercises favored during regular HJ service. Among conventional 
school subjects, those which emphasized the German past and racial 
superiority were stressed, as in history, geography, and biology; foreign 
languages were to be studied for the sole purpose of communicating 
orders to future subject peoples.!* Still, on any given school day, only 
an hour and a half was to be dedicated to such academic pursuits, 
while five hours were given over to sports.'8* Subsumed under sports 
were the old drill and physical tests and trials, again with the ultimate 
goal of warfare. “Love of war and the readiness to embrace a hero’s 
death” was the didactic motto.'*4 Since Nazi character was deemed 
superior to intellect, ideological indoctrination was at the top of the 
list. AHS students were taken to concentration camps to get to know 
the internal enemy. A professor of medicine explained to them the 
“euthanasia” program, the killing of the handicapped and infirm. And 
there were “combative discussions” revolving around questions of Nazi 
weltanschauung, politics, and novel Nazi doctrines, such as why the 
Aryan race was thought to be superior to any others.'®’ During his 
school years he was always challenged physically, Grundmann remem- 
bers, but “never intellectually.” !°° 

The Hitler Youth had hoped that extensive school enrollment 
would further the Nazis’ overall aim of a social revolution which would 
give opportunity to all classes, an ideal the HJ had held high before 
1933 and still paid lip service to. Hitler himself said in 1942 that the 
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Adolf Hitler Schools should enable “even the poorest boy to rise to any 
position for which he is potentially suited.” !8” Therefore almost no fees 
were charged to the students, either for class instruction or for room 
and board.'’* Nonetheless, even though the children of the lower 
classes turned out to be somewhat more heavily represented in AHS 
schools than in traditional ones, their number was insufficient to 
change the middle-class character of the entire student body in the 
Reich.'®? Proclaiming social equality had done nothing to heighten the 
schools’ prestige. 

Yet another reason for the schools’ lack of success as training grounds 
for a future Party elite lay in the unsuccessful promise of follow-up 
institutions. Ley’s Ordensburgen or “Order Castles’—Créssinsee and 
one more each in West and South Germany—which AHS graduates 
were to enter around age eighteen, were conceived neither as tradi- 
tional universities, which some of these young men would ordinar- 
ily have preferred for an academic career, nor as military academies 
such as those offered by the Wehrmacht. Their didactic concepts were 
shrouded in racist mysticism, and with only a small number of stu- 
dents and an insufficient staff, they never reached even a rudimentary 
stage of functionality.'°° Nor was the final plateau in this hierarchy, 
Rosenberg’s Party university Hohe Schule, ever realized—it remained a 
chimera for the time after the Final Victory.!! 

Yet another Party high school, the partially subsidized NS-Deutsche 
Oberschule in Feldafing on Lake Starnberg, was not considered as 
competition for the AHS by HJ leaders. This school, housed in no less 
than forty villas, was more for sybarites than ascetics (often the off- 
spring of self-important Party leaders); students played golf there or 
went sailing after a minimum of formal lessons. No one ever received a 
grade, and no one ever failed a course. The school, for pupils from 
twelve to eighteen, had been founded as a recruitment instrument by 
SA chief Ernst Réhm in 1933, and was maintained, after his execution 
in July 1934, by Deputy Fiihrer Rudolf Hess. It posed hardly any com- 
petition to the HJ because it was comparatively small, and its instruc- 
tion staff was no more qualified than Schirach’s or Ley’s.!?” 
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But if this multiplicity of Nazi training institutes was not yet a threat 
to the HJ’s own pedagogical ambitions and its goal of monopolistic 
control, the threat from the SS-run former military cadet academies 
was real. For these Nationalpolitische Erzichungsanstalten (NPEA) did 
everything the Adolf-Hitler-Schulen were attempting to do; only they 
did it much better and with tangible results. Three NPEA had been 
established under Schirach’s old rival, Minister Rust, in April 1933. By 
1940, there were twenty-one.!”? Himmler’s SS, in connivance with 
Rust, assumed control over them in 1936, when SS General August 
Heissmeyer became their chief inspector. His teaching staff were not 
only academically schooled in the traditional manner, but also, for 
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the most part, genuine SS members. 
the upper-middle and upper classes—with merely nominal ties to the 
HJ—attended the NPEA.!*° The complete submersion of their egos 
through inhuman drill and calculated psychological torture eventually 
led these graduates, who had flocked in large numbers to the SS by 
September 1939, to commit killings as “political soldiers” without the 
slightest qualms.!°° And yet their academic achievements were quite 
respectable, hardly below the average in the Reich’s Gymnasien.!”” 
One striking indication that the Hitler Youth’s own schools fared 
badly in their attempt to replace the conventional education system is 
that problems of discipline arose with the first of these institutions and 
escalated after the start of World War II. Even beyond the schools, lack 
of discipline permeated the entire HJ. The Hitler Youths were “a 
chaotic bunch,” writes Heinz W. Kammer, who joined in 1933 in 
Thuringian Erfurt.!?8 As early as 1933, Hitler told Schirach that Reich 
President Paul von Hindenburg was cross with him because “the young 
people did not show the necessary respect to old officers, teachers, and 
ministers of the church.”!?? Later in the Third Reich, HJ miscreants in 
their early teens were known for committing petty theft, obstructing 
railroad tracks, and accosting civilians in the streets.” As for the older 
ones, traffic violations such as racing with staff cars became a serious 
problem, sometimes resulting in the injury of innocent bystanders. HJ 
leaders were habitually driving their cars with such speed that often 


“they cannot be brought to a necessary stop,” according to an official 
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complaint.”°! Homosexuality and sadism became rampant among HJ 
members.” In one notorious case in the summer of 1938, a mid-level 
teenage leader inflicted long-lasting torture on his charges by tying 
their wrists and ankles during an outing and then beating them with 
his steel-studded belt.7°° 

The public, no less than other Party agencies, blamed the older HJ 
supervisory personnel, who did not appear capable of assuming the 
responsibilities of leadership that Schirach had envisioned. Indeed, 
arrogant HJ members went out of their way to seek altercations with 
representatives of the SA, the police, the Party and, after the spring 
of 1935, even the Wehrmacht.2 Thus the problems continued to 
mount. 

Even though soldiering inspired greater discipline among the Hitler 
Youth rank and file, especially after 1938, these difficulties did not go 
away. During the war years boys and girls continued to engage in 
crimes like theft, impersonation, or gross acts of vandalism. As a result, 
clashes between the police and other agencies of the regime and the HJ 
multiplied.”°° “Our HJ is being hoodlumized,” charged one Swabian 
Party leader in January 1943, two weeks before the catastrophe of Sta- 
lingrad.?°° Nazi character training notwithstanding, homosexuality 
could not be curbed, and more women were being sexually molested 
than had been the case in peacetime.”"” 

The root causes of this situation were the Hitler Youth's leadership 
structure and the principles by which it was governed. Schirach had 
taken an adage from the Weimar youth movement culture, which had 
prided itself on independence from an older generation, real or imag- 
ined: “Youth must be led by youth.”?°8 Of course, Schirach himself 
was barely twenty-six when Hitler appointed him Reich Youth Leader 
in June 1933, and his policy was to have boys (or girls) of any given 
age lead those who were perhaps only a couple of years younger. This 
conformed to his anti-intellectual view that shaping a person’s charac- 
ter through experience was superior to a formal schooling of the 
mind.” However, in accordance with the National Socialist lead- 
ership principle—and often in contrast with Weimar youth move- 
ment practice—these leaders and sub-leaders were appointed from 
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above and never held responsible for their actions toward their subor- 
dinates.”!° As alluring as this may have seemed to German teenagers 
at the time, it opened the floodgates to incompetence, abuse, and 
corruption.7!! 

Schirach and, after August 1940, his twenty-seven-year-old succes- 
sor Artur Axmann tried to establish checks and balances on abuses by 
setting up their own leadership courses, seminars, and academies for an 
ever-growing number of ever-younger HJ leaders. The first of such 
schools opened, even before Schirach’s formal appointment, in April 
1933 in Weyarn, south of Munich, under the direction of a police lieu- 
tenant. Not surprisingly, more attention was paid here to matters of 
discipline, as a “soldier's posture” was said to be paramount.*!? Soon 
there was a Reich Leadership School in Potsdam as the HJ’s principal 
training institution, and later several smaller ones all across the Reich, 
offering individual weeks of command training as well as ideological 
instruction, for example in race science and German history. By Janu- 
ary 1935 Schirach boasted that some fifty thousand youth leaders of 
both genders and all ranks had been trained.?!° This number grew to 
78,000 in 1936, but since at that time there were 496,000 leaders 
of one sort or another (part of a total membership of approximately 
five million), it meant that only 16 percent of them were actually 
trained.?!4 

And even by HJ standards, there were doubts concerning the value 
of the instruction offered. In a speech of January 1935, Schirach him- 
self had alluded to the difficulty of securing adequate staff.?!> Two 
years later, one of his regional commanders criticized the deplorable 
quality of HJ training thus far and the subsequent reliance on inferior 
trainers. One could not adequately educate one’s own trainers, he 
grumbled during a Berlin staff meeting, because educators in the HJ 
were too badly paid for anyone to choose that occupation.”!© A few 
months after that, in Tiibingen, senior instructor Oskar Riegraf wrote 
that he had recently completed teaching fifty-six courses only as a favor 
to Stuttgart’s Gauleiter Wilhelm Murr, and that now he was “finished 
with the HJ.”?!” 
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Especially during the war, when staff was at a premium, the instruc- 
tional standard for tens of thousands of presumptive Hitler Youth lead- 
ers of both genders appears to have sunk quite low. One young trainee 
in March 1943, who actually liked physical drill under duress (similar 
to the way some twenty-first-century youngsters like extreme sports), 
told of indoctrination sessions that featured themes from Mein Kampf, 
the history of the Nazi movement, and the subsequent rise of the Third 
Reich since 1933. In the afternoons, he wrote, they discussed Goring, 
Himmler, and Goebbels.*'® One of his more mature comrades, an 
Austrian, was sent to the training camp in Thuringian Eichsfeld, after 
he had already fought at the front. “I was supposed to be reacquainted 
with Nazi weltanschauung and brought up to date. But to my surprise 
I did not quite get it. I soon noticed what the difference was: the can- 
dor of the soldier was missing.” This combat-experienced warrior 
deplored the bureaucratization of home-based HJ functionaries who 
had forgotten how to be leaders. “They had settled into many spots 
and made themselves indispensable . . . They allowed no one to speak 
who had something else, something better to say.” Moreover, “They 
felt they had a monopoly on heroism.”*” 

Early on, the HJ heads had thought that help was on its way in the 
form of a so-called Academy of Youth Leadership in Brunswick. 
Schirach declared in October 1935 that he had reached an agreement 
regarding real estate with the town of Brunswick. In 1936 it was 
announced that the institution would be commencing its work by the 
end of the following year.?° But it took until April of 1939 for the 
newly constructed Academy to open, with an allegedly demanding 
course of studies. Even then, the first semester had to begin at a sports 
site in Berlin; the move to Brunswick did not take place until August, 
when the building was finally completed. Requirements for the Acad- 
emy included graduation from Gymnasium, strict pre-selection, four 
months of apprenticeship in a HJ region, and eight weeks at the leader- 
ship school in Potsdam, to be followed by twelve months of residency 
at the Academy. Thereafter candidates had to work for three weeks in 
some war-related industry and undergo six months of training abroad. 
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Successful graduates were to be officially designated as “Youth Leaders 
of the German Reich,” but had to sign on for full-time service for at 
least twelve years with the Hitler Youth. In those positions, they would 
enjoy the status of one of Schirach’s virtual generals.**! 

As it turned out, the Academy could not live up to its promises. 
Even though its quarters were sumptuous, it was quickly hampered by 
the war’s manpower needs and its makeshift courses lasted barely five 
months instead of the required twelve. The Academy's “thorough 
training” was deceptive at best, for it could not even come close to the 
level of what today would be called a community college.’?? The 
“famous scholars and university teachers” whom Axmann invented for 
his 1995 memoirs in reality were third-rate guest lecturers—Nazified 
faculty from outlying universities. The students attending that first 
summer semester stayed only a few weeks, after which they rode off to 
the front lines. Those who arrived after September 1939 were mostly 
mid-level youth leaders who had been wounded in the war and had 
combat experience under their belts. There was little the Academy 
could now teach them.” 

How ill-suited the academy was for the the average HJ member is 
illustrated by two postwar reports. One veteran wrote that life in 
Brunswick was the equivalent of “a comfortable vacation”’—cynically 
noted by those who had already fought at the fronts. Drill consisted of 
relaxed marches through the picturesque town of Brunswick. Nothing 
from the lectures by the visiting university teachers made any impres- 
sion at all: “nothing really stuck, the metaphysically argued ideology 
remained incomprehensible to us.” And when Schirach himself deigned 
to address these students, “one after the other fell asleep.”?74 Another 
former student spoke of the visit of a high HJ leader who had received 
the Knight’s Cross in the war—in other words, a nationally admired 
paragon for all future leaders. But he chose to display only arrogance 
during his inspection. The student, an apprentice with the Stollwerk 
chocolate company in Cologne, “intellectually could not follow the 
arcane training program” at Brunswick although, in 1942, he was 
already among the highest ranks of the HJ. In his memoirs of 1994 he 
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admitted to dozing off during what were advertised as intellectually 
challenging lectures.””? Summing up his overall impression up to 1945, 
this onetime regional HJ chief wrote that as “the leaders became 
younger, their training became shorter.”?”° 

Chronically inadequate leadership recruitment and training in- 
evitably contributed to systemic faults in the HJ leadership structure, 
as a result of the lack of capable chiefs. Whether in the Palatinate, 
Brunswick, or Bavaria, the HJ had to accept as leaders just about any- 
body who showed interest, with predictably distastrous results.*?” This 
was true especially in the countryside, where boys and girls tended to 
pass up the HJ for work on the farms, during weekends and after 
school.”?8 Meanwhile, Schirach tried to mollify his critics by claiming 
that youth leaders were not born “ready-made” and that, after all, lead- 
ers still had to be found for this, “the largest youth movement in the 


world.”2”? 


The beginning of World War II exacerbated these difficulties 
because now the older set of leaders, aged seventeen and up, were 
incrementally conscripted. On October 1, 1939, of the very top full- 
time chiefs in Schirach’s administration, 273 had been called to fight, 
out of a total of 424; by January 1, 1940, 25 percent of all leaders were 
at the fronts. Not yet two years later, this rate had swelled to 60 per- 
cent.”3° The war intensified what had already been a problem in peace- 
time: as older leaders vanished, they had to be replaced by ever younger 
ones who lacked expertise for any HJ governance.”*! By 1944, boys in 
their mid-teens were commanding comrades of equal age, and during 
the last two years of the war, many youths could not believe that sud- 
denly they had been promoted to what in the Wehrmacht was the 
equivalent of Major or higher.?°? Lina Heydrich, the widow of the SD 
chief, was beside herself when in July 1944 she had to inform Himmler 
that because sixteen-year-olds were guiding the HJ, her little son Hei- 
der was being unduly neglected. Himmler granted her wish that 
henceforth Heider be relieved from all HJ duty.** 

Constant personnel changes in individual locales made the teen- 
agers nervous, as well as their parents, teachers and, not least, the Party 
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brass.?*4 In some places, HJ posts disappeared altogether because there 
was no staff.??> The Party Chancellery, under Martin Bormann, inter- 
vened as early as March 1940 in an effort to shift local youth chief 
authority to its own representatives, but since this amounted to an ill- 
disguised attempt by Bormann to make the HJ subservient to him, 
Schirach did not even deign to respond. In November 1942 the Reich 
Interior Ministry once again insisted on this change, also with no 
result. Right up to early 1945, the Party tried to exert an influence on 
the personnel department of the HJ leadership, from regional leaders to 
the highest levels. But until the end, Schirach and Axmann remained 
impervious to external intervention and retained sole control.?°° 

To insiders, as well as many on the outside, the HJ appeared corrupt 
and diseased to the core. As early as 1934, lower-down leaders were 
embezzling money through bullying and double book-keeping.?°” 
Local HJ officials often appeared vain and arrogant.**® “You probably 
know,” wrote the high-placed Riegraf to a former comrade in Novem- 
ber 1938 from Niirtingen, “what kind of an outfit the HJ currently is. 
Things are going on which no decent person can possibly tolerate any 
longer.”**? Others observed “HJ leaders who were smoking, lewd 
BDM maidens, and drunken youth chiefs,” and, inevitably, Hitler 
Youth personnel of both genders having sex in their offices.*“° By 1943 
Axmann was socializing with Goebbels, who was well known for his 
habit of procuring film starlets for intimate parties at his various Berlin 
hideaways. Axmann helped Goebbels chauffeur these young women 
and himself held some parties on the side, to which he invited those 
starlets and pretty BDM maidens.*! Instead of causing the reins to be 
tightened, Schirach, too, appeared to be acting irresponsibly. In early 
1945, for instance, as Gauleiter charged with the defense of Vienna 
against the Red Army, he donned a red-and-gray “sort of general’s uni- 
form” in the mode of Géring and invited his lieutenants, a group of 
higher HJ leaders, for a dinner of chicken with rice and polite conver- 
sation. They had been expecting stern direction in their fight against 
the Russians. Earlier, after putting in some weeks of nominal service at 
the western front in 1940, Schirach appeared with a huge bandage 
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around his head which, he pretended, stemmed from action at the 
front. In reality, he had only had a car accident.” 

Hess and Bormann had tried to interfere with Schirach’s erratic 
recruitment and training policies because, understandably, they had an 
interest in a regular, orderly replenishment of Nazi Party personnel. As 
early as the spring of 1934, Schirach had agreed to the wishes of Party 
executives that more senior HJ leaders should serve as adjutants to 
local and regional Party bosses, down to the level of Ortsgruppenleiter, 
or local chapter leader.*4* How popular this arrangement was with the 
HJ rank and file is shown by the fact that it was never put into place. 
Nonetheless, Hess and Bormann persisted with their demands, so that 
subsequent ordinances were drawn up. But especially after the begin- 
ning of the war, when the Party and its affiliates needed fresh leaders 
because military conscription had taken the older ones away, the HJ 
leadership countered that they too lacked leaders for the very same rea- 
son and thus they could not comply with the Party’s request.?“4 In any 
event, Hitler and Goebbels continued to depend on the reserves they 
believed the HJ could furnish. Goebbels remarked in August 1941 that 
recruits in his propaganda sector were “very thinly planted” and that he 
was looking forward to an agreement with the HJ administration for a 
deployment of “a large contingent of seasoned HJ leaders.”*“° This was 
half a year before he had occasion to bemoan the fact that “the first 
generation” of old Nazi Party fighters was beginning to die out.”“° In 
May 1942 Hitler complained to his inner circle that for leadership 
functions, he had to remain dependent “on the same old people.””“” A 
year later, after tens of thousands of German men in their prime had 
died on the battleground in Stalingrad and large numbers of youth 
leaders were on the verge of taking their places on the eastern front, 
Bormann quoted Hitler as saying that the Nazi Party could “rejuvenate 
itself only from the ranks of youth and the ranks of soldiers.”*“* 

As before, the youths themselves regarded the Party’s plans far more 
skeptically. In the period from 1941 to 1944, the number of HJ volun- 
teers for Party office was minimal, so that by the fall of 1943 the Party 
had to concede that its echelons had been staffed by HJ leaders only 
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“to a certain degree.”*”? And in early 1945, when the war was all but 
over, a revealing conversation took place between Melita Maschmann, 
a high BDM leader, and her colleagues. One of them had said that now 
they had proof that Party Chancellery chief Bormann was leading Ger- 
many into the abyss, by systematically misinforming Hitler. Wishing 
to pursue the point, Maschmann asked her comrade why he and his 
companions did not cause Bormann to disappear. “For what other rea- 
son are you lugging around your large handguns? I only know one 
answer to this question: you are too cowardly to sacrifice yourselves for 
such an act, as important as you think it might be.” Maschmann was 
assured that after the Final Victory, youth together with the front sol- 
diers would ally themselves with Hitler in order to send the old Party 
bosses to the devil.?°° 

Such sentiment was indicative not only of the naiveté of many in the 
upper youth echelons, but also of the common belief of most Germans 
during the entire reign of the Third Reich that however much the Nazi 
bureaucracy was wanting, Hitler himself could do no wrong.”?! Some 
Hitler Youths were even willing to exempt from their criticism that 
branch of the Nazi movement known to be closest to the Fihrer, 
namely the SS. To the extent that the Hitler Youths regarded them- 
selves as the young elite of the movement, they knew that by current 
standards the SS represented its mature elite. The SS, too, knew of this 
real or imagined affinity, and early on attempted to exploit it. 

This became apparent on June 27, 1934, when Hitler made his wish 
known to reinforce his SS elite unit “Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler” with 
seventeen-year-old Hitler Youths, who had to be at least five feet ten 
inches tall (the SS norm then was five feet seven inches). The date is 
significant, for at that time Hitler knew he would quell what he said 
was a budding revolt within the disobedient SA under Réhm. Hitler 
also knew that in 1931-32 Schirach had resented being formally under 
Roéhm’s command, with the HJ an affiliate of the SA. When the purge 
actually occurred on June 30, it was the Leibstandarte that was the exe- 
cutioner.”” Hitler Youths may indeed have been proud to be recruited 
by such a unit (albeit too late to participate in the purge), but in 
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December of that year Schirach’s headquarters had to caution the SS to 
stop wooing and admitting to its ranks mere youths of seventeen. He 
feared they would be lost prematurely to the HJ’s own designs.”” 

Himmler pushed the issue of HJ recruitment further when in May 
of 1936 he addressed Schirach’s youths on the Brocken mountain in 
the Harz range, not far from Brunswick where the SS had just opened 
its leadership school. In his speech, he explained the essence and the 
task of the typical SS leader and then invited the HJ up to Brunswick— 
the town where Schirach was planning, at that very time, to erect a 
leadership academy of his own.?>4 Exchanges of this kind between the 
SS and the HJ were intensified through 1937 until August 1938, when 
increased conscription into the Wehrmacht posed a real threat to SS 
recruitment and Himmler started using the HJ-Streifendienst (SRD) 
as a convenient feeder mechanism for his units. From its founding in 
July 1934, the Streifendienst was to consist of male Hitler Youths be- 
tween sixteen and eighteen, who in close cooperation with the Gestapo 
and other SS branches were charged with the policing of, first, way- 
ward members of the entire uniformed HJ and, second (and especially 
important for the war), any suspicious members of the Reich’s youth as 
a whole. For the SS, the deployment of the Streifendienst, which 
would have comprised the most enthusiastic Hitler Youths, possessed 
two major advantages: it conditioned already convinced young Nazis 
as potential policemen and hence readied them for serious enforce- 
ment duties inside and beyond the Reich later, such as subjugating con- 
quered peoples and killing civilians; it also attracted an elite-conscious 
youth group eager to step far over conventional boundaries at the very 
site of their HJ commands. Because of close personal and organiza- 
tional liaisons, transfer protocols were set up, bringing into line, for 
putative converts, the HJ ranks with SS ranks.**° 

By the end of 1938 Himmler was, in addition to the SRD, recruit- 
ing from the agricultural service of the HJ (Landdienst), whose imperi- 
alist ideology was akin to that of the 1920s Artamanen, in whose ranks 
Himmler himself had served. At this point—the Sudetenland was being 
occupied—Himmler and Schirach jointly made mention not only of 
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the general black-shirted SS, but also the SS-Verfiigungstruppen (which 
after the beginning of the war were to turn into the Waffen-SS), and the 
SS Death Head’s Squads that already guarded concentration camps.?° 

Two years later Himmler showed himself pleased with the perfor- 
mance of the Streifendienst as a youthful vanguard of the SS; there 
were 50,000 members, and he was aiming for 80,000.7” Regional 
reports asserted that HJ candidates who had applied had to be turned 
away for lack of qualifications. Individual testimonials from HJ boys 
who made it into the SRD mention the advantages of superior boxing 
and jujitsu instruction, to say nothing of pride in “the duties of the 
police.” They suggest that for the HJ boys, these adventurous sojourns 
were vastly attractive—exercises which they knew could lead to politi- 
cally more important tasks.*°® But if indeed SRD service was as popu- 
lar with the boys as the sources suggest, this could not have been so 
without prior training in Nazi racist ideology. 

Such training meant acquaintance, from an early age, with the 
dogma of German racial superiority and, conversely, the inferiority of 
other peoples, especially Slavs, Sinti and Roma (colloquially known as 
Gypsies), and Jews. That such indoctrination went on more or less sys- 
tematically in HJ ranks from age ten and up has characteristically been 
denied by post-1945 apologists of the Nazi youth culture.” Of partic- 
ular significance in this connection is the assertion that there was no 
HJ participation in the signally anti-Jewish pogrom of Kristallnacht in 
November 1938.7° The truth is that participation did occur, even 
though HJ boys and girls were not generally dispatched to these 
actions in any organized fashion. While a few took an active part, the 
great majority became involved by way of being forced to watch and 
digest the experience and learn the required racial lessons from it. 
However, in Alzey in Rhenish Hesse the SA, who had been commis- 
sioned for these schemes by the regional Party leaders, co-opted the 
local HJ group and led them to the apartment of a Jewish family, 
where, with the frightened victims looking on, the boys proceeded to 
demolish all the furniture with an ax.?°! In Munich the HJ drove 
around in ostentatious staff cars to the residences of Jews who were 
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known to be rich, taking money from some and intimidating others 
into deserting their villas.2 

More important to the HJ leadership was exposing its charges 
directly to the mélées of Kristallnacht, which were to serve as an 
example of how to treat the Jews—a first or second step in an ever- 
escalating sequence leading up to the Holocaust. Many boys and girls, 
already ideologically formed, found the spectacles as fascinating as they 
found them justified.** Some Hitler Youths struggled with it all, 
attempting an argument or seeking an explanation from their leaders, 
particularly after soul-searching discussions with parents.*°4 Others 
were disturbed, choosing nevertheless to close their eyes and then to 
accept what they thought to be unavoidable after all.’ 

For the HJ command, the Jews appeared at the center of a carefully 
constructed profile of aliens that was to be conveyed to the foot sol- 
diers through daily propaganda and well-scheduled training sessions. 
These were intended to dispel doubts that teenagers might still harbor, 
especially in the early years of the regime, about how to identify a Jew, 
or why Jews were different, or why indeed they were considered evil.?° 
After all, significant questions revolved around the physical appearance 
of a role model like Goebbels: he was dark-haired, “very small and 
narrow,” and walked with a limp because of a clubfoot. Did this corre- 
spond with the antipodal Aryan stereotype conjured up during ideo- 
logical schooling? 

This schooling had both a theoretical and a practical side. The the- 
ory of the Jew as subhuman was taught by older HJ leaders during rou- 
tine camp and chapter meetings, with the help of special training 
materials (Schulungshefte) or Julius Streicher’s semi-pornographic rag 
Der Stiirmer. The latter depicted ugly Jews with curly hair and fleshy 
noses in the shape of a 6, always on the lookout for blond German 
maidens to seduce.” At one of those gatherings during the war, a local 
Berlin HJ chief, Stammfihrer Karl-Heinz Wirzberger, warned that 
“world Jewry had decided to fight the Germanic race.”*© Boys and 
girls were assembled to listen to special addresses such as the one by 
Reich Economics Minister Walther Funk in May 1938, who explained 
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to them why German Jews had to be expropriated. After taking from 
them their businesses and their wealth, Funk declared, one could grant 
them a kind of inferior leaseholder status, “so long as we do not have 
the capability to move them completely out of Germany.”?”? HJ 
teenagers sang anti-Semitic songs with texts that sanctioned “Jewish 
blood dripping from the knife,” and in 1943 they were dispatched en 
masse to watch Veit Harlan’s film Jud Siiss (Jew Sweet), by all accounts 
the most anti-Semitic feature film ever made in Nazi Germany.”’' One 
HJ boy who during the war was living in Nazi-occupied Lédz (then 
called Litzmannstadt) was taken for a car ride by a German policeman 
who told him, when passing the large Jewish getto, that “we should fire 
into this vermin on a daily basis.” Thinking back to this incident in 
1998, the writer remembers he agreed because it was the right thing 
to do.?”? 

Hitler Youths were told to seek out practical experience in dealing 
with Jews. In Vienna during the Anschluss, uniformed boys were com- 
mandeered to supervise the chicanery inflicted upon bearded orthodox 
Jews in their characteristic caftans, as they were shoved into synagogues 
or ordered to clean the pavement with toothbrushes or, in some cases, 
their bare hands.?”? (Later it would be Schirach who, as Gauleiter of 
Vienna, would stand out from among his colleagues by impressing 
upon Hitler the necessity of cleansing the city of its Jews—60,000 of 
them that might easily be sent to, say, Occupied Poland.)?” In 1941 a 
contingent of Hitler Youth was taken to Theresienstadt concentration 
camp in the Protectorate, to view the Jewish enemy first-hand. They 
were confronted with one of them who, they were told, had to stand 
upright for twenty-four hours on end. “And if he faints?” asked an 
incredulous visitor. “Then he gets a bucket of water over his pelt,” 
replied the swaggering HJ leader, with a laugh. “And then you will see 
how quickly he will get on his feet!” And he continued: “Of course 
these are no ordinary criminals, they are depraved creatures, detritus, 
you understand?” An SS guard hastened to add: “The Jews are our 
most repulsive cases. One has to approach them like a disease, like an 
epidemic. ”?”> 
Victor Klemperer, a Jewish retired professor of French literature 
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with a gentile wife who was precariously tolerated in a so-called privi- 
leged marriage, has recounted the regimen of indignities that Dresden 
Hitler Youths subjected him and his coreligionists to during the height 
of the war when ever younger HJ chiefs were called up for special home 
front duty. During a roundup of Jews for transport to concentration 
camps, Hitler Youths would officiate. Others were told, on marches, to 
turn their heads and “eye the Jew, so you will know what the Jews are 
all about.” In 1944 Hitler Youths appeared, in lieu of Gestapo or SS, to 
organize “privileged Jews” such as Klemperer for Sunday cleanup in 
enemy-bombed houses.?”° 

Undoubtedly, some of the anti-Semitic currents the youths were 
exposed to originated in their homes and schools, to the extent that 
Jew-hating parents and teachers were vocal there. It is clear that the 
hatred of Jews was an integral and critical factor in the rise and coming 
to power of Nazism and that such sentiment pervaded people’s homes 
after January 1933. Inevitably, those in the younger generation were 
steeped in this attitude and were socialized as little anti-Semites—who 
were not so little any more when they were called to fight in the war at 
age seventeen or less in 1944.77” 

The situation in the schools was similar, if one considers that it did 
not necessarily take a teacher of finely distilled Nazi convictions to 
spout anti-Semitic slogans. There were far too many German national- 
ists on the staff of schools, some of them front soldiers from World 
War I and ex-Freikorps, for whom the hatred of Jews, who allegedly had 
sold Germany down the river in 1918, was an article of faith.?” Add to 
this the fact that some of the younger teachers were coming to the 
Hitler Youth as liaison personnel, that some read Der Stiirmer on a reg- 
ular basis and drew caricatures of Jewish noses on the blackboard, 
rejoiced in telling anti-Semitic jokes, and enthusiastically used anti- 
Jewish teaching aids in their profession, and one has a lethal combina- 
tion.?”? Even a mathematics instruction book read as follows: “In 
Germany the people of foreign race are the Jews. In 1933 the German 
Reich had 66,060,000 inhabitants. Of those, 499,682 were practicing 
Jews. How much is that in percent?”?8° 
The children of many of these practicing Jews still went to school 
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with their gentile fellows during the period 1933-1936, until, one by 
one, they were forced out. The Nuremberg race laws of September 15, 
1935, legally defined Jews as persons having at least three Jewish 
grandparents; thereafter Mischlinge of the first degree (those with two 
Jewish grandparents) and of the second degree (those with one) were 
still allowed in German schools, but always at their own risk. This risk 
was evident when they became victims of vicious teachers or their 
applauding Aryan flocks. The situation was worse, of course, for the 
full Jews, as long as they were in the classrooms. Not everybody was as 
fortunate as the historian Peter Gay, born in 1923, whose name in 
Berlin was Peter Frohlich when he attended the Goethe-Gymnasium 
in the early years of the regime. “Our teachers were on the whole free 
of bigotry and did not set out to make their Jewish pupils’ lives harder 
than those of our gentile classmates,” he writes.7! Most tell a different 
story. The class in another Berlin school shortly before the war was told 
by its teacher that “all Jews are bad,” and, as he pointed to the dark, 
curly-haired Esau, who had done nothing wrong, “even Esau and the 
other two Jewish students in this class.”?8? Ineluctably, school children 
were overwhelmed by the pervasive anti-Semitism in their classrooms, 
where it would take merely one of several potentially anti-Semitic 
teachers to push the whole class toward hatred against Jews. As one for- 
mer student remembers a Jewish classmate: “I did not want to have 
anything to do with him. Of course I ignored him, but then I did not 
hurt him either. Somehow he had fleas, I did not like him. Not because 
he was personally unpleasant, I did not relate to him in any way, it’s 
just that he was a Jew, and therefore I could not stand him.”?*? 

It is not surprising that such sophistry, in this case driving perhaps 
one of the duller German pupils, could also propel the marginalization 
of mere Mischlinge, be they of the first or second degree, for only the 
Nazi law books were at pains to make such specious distinctions. There 
are many examples of how these partly Jewish pupils were degraded by 
fellow students and teachers alike. One “Aryan’-looking girl, whose 
gentile father enjoyed that rarefied German status of having fought in 
the front lines of the Great War but who had a Jewish mother, was 
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ostracized by the entire class as soon as her pedigree became known. 
Former friends would touch her and then cry: “Ouch, I have come 
into contact with Steinbrecher, and now I smell of garlic.”?84 She was 
then taken to a Jewish school where pupils had to sit at some distance 
from the windows lest they be hurt by rocks hurled by German 
passersby. The Tiibingen neurologist Jiirgen Peiffer, born in 1922, 
recalls that in Stuttgart in the early 1940s the two Mischlinge in his 
class had to wear white shirts during school ceremonies, when every- 
body else wore their uniforms. And of course after October 1941 they 
had to wear the Yellow Star. A “half-Jew” named Hanns-Peter Herz 
reports: “We had a tough, hard-core Nazi as a physical education and 
swimming teacher. The first day we had to put on our bathing trunks 
and stand alongside the pool. When we were all lined up, he said: 
‘Herz, step forward. And you stay there. We won't go into the pool 
with a half-Jew.’ From then on I spent swimming class, two hours 
every week, standing at the edge of the pool in my trunks. I didn’t learn 
to swim until 1963.”28° 

One former Nazi remembers that while in the Hitler Youth he had 
always heard that the Jews were Germany’s destroyers and that the 
Fithrer had described them as a race that was parasitical and reponsible 
for Germany’s defeat in 1918.7°° In this statement the first archetypal 
cliché about Germany and the Jews was matched exactly by the second 
regarding Hitler’s infallibility as the ultimate bearer of truth. From 
1933 to 1945, belief in the Fithrer was the bedrock of any Nazi educa- 
tion as carried out by diehard Nazi parents, teachers, and HJ leaders 
alike. It was the anchor of Nazi conviction, and it sank into even the 
most doubting of these young acolytes. 

Fithrer worship was at the center of all HJ and school activities, and 
in the average German dwelling there hung at least one portrait of 
Hitler.?8” The schools made Hitler’s personal and political biogra- 
phy part of history or German lessons; the Schulungshefte of the HJ 
did the same. The two holiest of Nazi holidays, Hitler’s birthday on 
April 20 and November 9—the approximate time of Germany’s World 
War I defeat, of Hitler’s Munich Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, and, not 
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coincidentally, of Kristallnacht in 1938—were punctiliously observed; 
the April date was the time of official Hitler Youth initiation. (For the 
SS, including its promotions, both dates were used.)*8* Young people 
of both genders were ecstatic whenever they had the opportunity to see 
and hear Hitler in person, as happened more often during the begin- 
ning of his regime. And if they were not so fortunate, they collected 
small Hitler pictures made by cigarette manufacturers like Reemtsma 
for trading and putting in albums on the model of American sports 
heroes.** 

The most satisfying way for the youths to experience the Fiihrer vi- 
cariously was during broadcasts of his many speeches or, even better, to 
be able to witness his speech and gestures during mass meetings such as 
those held at the Olympic Games in the summer of 1936.7” One of 
the most effective of these, because it happened early and was bril- 
liantly orchestrated by Speer and Leni Riefenstahl, was during the 
Nuremberg Reich Party rally in September 1934. In her classic master- 
piece Triumph of the Will, Riefenstahl recorded this event both graphi- 
cally and sympathetically: on September 8, 60,000 Hitler Youths 
marched into the stadium to salute the Fihrer. The cries of “Heil” 
resounded for seemingly endless minutes. Fanfares rang out. A Hitler 
Youth band played “We Boys.” Then Schirach spoke, introducing the 
Fithrer. “Twelve months ago,” Hitler shouted, “the struggle for power 
granted us success. And since then our movement, whose young van- 
guard you are and whose standard bearers you will be, has repossessed 
one position after the other in this state and thus returned to the Ger- 
man people... We know, nothing in the life of the world’s peoples is 
for free. Everything has to be fought for and conquered . . . You have to 
learn to be tough, to accept sacrifices without ever succumbing ... 
Within yourselves, Germany will live on, and when we are long gone, 
you will be clutching the flag in your fists which once we pulled up 
from nowhere!” As he finished, a storm of applause filled the stadium, 
and then the 60,000 boys belted out their signature song, “Our Flag Is 
Showing Us the Way.””! “It was the most fascinating thing I could 
imagine,” remembers Bertram Otto, who was ten years old at the time 
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and saw Riefenstahl’s film repeatedly at the theater. “He was illumi- 
nated and revered: the Fiihrer, my Fiihrer.”?”” 

All of this demagoguery was well engineered, and for a higher pur- 
pose. The Third Reich needed its young generation to continue what it 
now was molding as tradition, to ensure a fresh reservoir of leaders for 
the most ambitious—and of obedient followers for the more compla- 
cent. Above all, it needed young Germans to fight, sooner rather than 
later, against foes who had long been excoriated by propaganda. Con- 
tinued allegiance to Hitler, of the kind Schirach had shown since 1925, 
was key in this effort. The Reich Youth Leader expressed it succinctly 
when he said, in 1939: “We are marching to the Fiihrer—and if he 
wants us to, we shall also march for him!” 


German Girl Matrimony 
and hood 


In the 1920s and early 1930s, Irma Grese was growing up in the village 
of Wrechen in Mecklenburg, not far from Berlin. She was in her early 
teens when she joined the Hitler Youth as the daughter of a farm 
laborer. The blond girl, who had lost her mother early, was beautiful if 
not delicate. She was “a frightened young girl,” as she later admitted, 
predestined to be bullied by her classmates. She wanted to excel, but 
her schoolwork left something to be desired. However, service in 
Hitler’s youth squads, of which her father disapproved, pleased her. 
Soon she was a fanatical member of the HJ organization for females, 
the BDM. First a nursing assistant, then a dairy helper, Irma was 
merely eighteen in 1942, when she was somehow persuaded to enter 
the SS Female Helpers’ training base at the nearby women’s concentra- 
tion camp of Ravensbriick. In that camp, these helpers, or SS- 
Helferinnen, were subjected to tough routines. Nazi-style discipline 
was to be learned by watching and practicing cruelty on inmates and 
engaging in promiscuous sex with male SS guards. Such discipline was 
designed to rob the girls of any vestiges of conventional morality. 

Her SS training completed, Irma was transferred to Auschwitz in 
March of 1943. Here she became notorious as the Beautiful Beast. 
“She was one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen,” recalls 
former inmate Gisella Perl. “Her body was perfect in every line, her 
face clear and angelic and her blue eyes the gayest, the most innocent 
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eyes one can imagine.” Conscious of her stunning looks to the point 
where she became obsessed with the idea of becoming a film star after 
the war, Grese, in a tight-fitting uniform, her golden hair carefully coif- 
fured, and always carrying a whip, was feared because of her sadism 
toward women inmates. A prosecutor later accused her of beating 
“women until they fell to the ground” and then kicking them “as hard 
as you could with your heavy boots.” Grese acquired the reputation 
of a nymphomaniac who would coerce male or female prisoners into 
sex as well as taking Nazi lovers, among them camp physician Josef 
Mengele and commandant Josef Kramer. In Auschwitz, she was the 
youngest female guard and also the most cruel, in charge of 30,000 
women inmates. Because of a liaison with an SS guard who was trans- 
ferred to Bergen-Belsen camp in the spring of 1945, around the time 
that Anne Frank was succumbing to typhus there, Grese moved to that 
camp as well. Here British soldiers encountered her when they lib- 
erated the gruesome site. Along with other SS-Helferinnen, Grese be- 
came a defendant in the Bergen-Belsen Trial conducted by the British 
Military Government in Liineburg. Her case was highly publicized in 
the German press, and Hitler’s former subjects could not believe that 
such a lovely young woman would be capable of evil. Grese was con- 
victed of war crimes and hanged at Hamelin prison on December 13, 
1945. Together with two other condemned SS women, she had stayed 
up the night before, laughing and singing non-stop the well-known 
Nazi hymns. Her face showed no remorse when she told the hangman: 
“Quick, get it over,” as he was placing the noose around her neck. At 
the hour of her death, Irma Grese was twenty-two years old.! 

Grese’s career was hardly typical of those pursued by other girls who 
had also been trained in the BDM. Yet her story raises the important 
question not only of what girls did after graduation from the Hitler 
Youth, but also how active they were in the shaping of the Nazi Reich. 
To date, there have been two main theories regarding the latter point. 
One holds that women were just as responsible as men for the rise of 
Hitler before 1933 and for what happened in the Third Reich there- 
after. Even though women could not fight at the fronts and usually did 
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not murder Jews, they supported their men in these actions, either 
directly, by sharing their Nazi beliefs and giving the men active moral 
support, or indirectly, by remaining silent yet giving tacit approval to 
anything political or military their men might be up to.” The second 
view is that by Nazi ideological definition, women were a subordinate 
group ruled by the exponents of male supremacy, and they were forced 
by biology and circumstances into roles they did not want to play and 
even into the status of victims, which was especially obvious as the war 
neared its terrible finish.? 

It would seem that young girls in Nazi Germany between the ages of 
ten and eighteen who were forced by parents, teachers, or peer pressure 
to join the BDM were more passive participants than malefactors. Just 
as in the case of boys, however, as young girls became older they were 
charged with more responsibility, got used to it, and liked it, so that 
with increasing age they also became more culpable. This is true 
despite the fact that girls and women in Nazi society never attained 
positions of supreme responsibility, for even the Reich Women’s 
Leader, Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, had as her superior a man.‘ Girls did 
not possess the same degree of herd instinct that characterized the 
males, which motivated them to join groups, gang up on others, and 
eventually made them complicit in crimes such as assault and murder. 
Girls had constituted only one-third of the total membership in the 
Weimar youth movement,’ which suggests a greater tendency to main- 
tain their individuality rather than submerging it in a mass group. 
Many young women, as former members of nationalist Weimar youth 
groups such as the /ungnationaler Bund, were too old to join the BDM 
after 1933, but neither did they join the Nazi Women’s League of 
Scholtz-Klink. Their only political commitment might have consisted 
of hanging a Hitler portrait in their living rooms and having husbands 
who eventually joined the Nazi Party.° 

Girls could attain their share of power, and could exhibit a measure 
of cruelty. However, it was never quite as extensive as that exhibited by 
the boys or young men.’ Two factors should be kept in mind when 
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considering the fate of girls and young women in Hitler’s youth orga- 
nizations. First, girls were integrated into the larger Nazi youth move- 
ment in a manner similar to the way boys were treated, with little 
planning from above to account for gender difference. Nominally, 
Hitler boys and Hitler girls were coequals, in terms of the leadership 
structure, the basic psychological and ideological schooling, and many 
of the daily tasks to be performed. It never occurred to the Nazi 
authorities that perceived mental and physical attributes of females, 
based on their lower rank in the Nazi hierarchy of the human species, 
made a political mass organization unsuitable for them. Consequently, 
Hitler boys and Hitler girls, pressed into one organizational mold, 
often behaved dysfunctionally. Second, as the entire purpose of the 
Hitler Youth changed after September 1939, girls not used to martial 
regimens were much more severely shaken than the boys. The conver- 
sion from folk dancing and hikes to outright political tasks and mili- 
tary postures was more radical and traumatic for girls, as more of them 
suddenly were needed for the war effort. Consequently, in the phase of 
actual warfare, especially toward the end, however much boys were 
exploited as children required to be soldiers, young girls suffered even 
more in an environment that was, by definition, anathema to the Ger- 
man notion of girlhood and female virtue to which they had been 
conditioned. 


The Bund Deutscher Madel in Peacetime 


The Bund Deutscher Madel (BDM) or League of German Girls origi- 
nated in the late years of the Weimar Republic, as a part of Nazi organi- 
zations for women. The development of these organizations occurred 
within a specific value system consistent with Nazi ideology and prac- 
tice. In a patriarchal movement based on the biological-eugenic tenets 
of Adolf Hitler, women had three important interrelated functions: to 
serve as helpmates to the men, to bear them children and rear them 
according to Nazi values, and to be faithful homemakers. 
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These functions were reflected in the earliest Nazi pronouncements, 
which were aimed at a conservative group of followers who champi- 
oned what they regarded as a naturally determined sexual division of 
labor.’ In Hitler’s mind, the biologically defined vélkisch state was 
ruled by laws of male supremacy and was in need of women “who 
could again give birth to men.” Educating women would be tanta- 
mount to grooming future mothers.’ Hitler's Gauleiter for Bayreuth, 
Hans Schemm, enlarged on this theme when he declared that to be a 
mother of Germans meant being a devoted woman, a conjugal mate to 
a German man.!° 

Such emphasis on women’s secondary role vis-a-vis that of men 
translated into relative passivity for women and a constant state of sub- 
ordination. Early Nazi women themselves posited the superiority of 
men, especially as embodied in Hitler. Women tended to shy away 
from the male-dominated Nazi Party; only about 5 percent of females 
had joined by early 1933.!' When in the Nazi movement's Time of 
Struggle Nazi women began to organize themselves locally in order to 
serve the menfolk better, they did so on their own accord without any 
substantial help or sanction by the Nazi men, and in a haphazard fash- 
ion. A national Nazi Womens’ League (NS-Frauenschaft or NSF) did 
not come into being until 1931 and was regarded with suspicion by 
husbands as well as fathers, brothers, and boyfriends.!* As much as 
women might busy themselves in the service of Hitler’s movement, the 
popular consensus was that politics was a man’s game and they had bet- 
ter stay out of it. Thus conditioned, they acquiesced when Deputy 
Fiihrer Rudolf Hess told comrades at the Nuremberg Party rally of 
1938: “Talk to your wives only about such matters which are expressly 
designated for public discussion.” '? 

In the late years of the Weimar Republic, Nazi women supported 
the members of a political party that was often small, dispersed, and 
illegal. At that time the Nazi Party, being on the right-radical fringe, 
was held in contempt by a plurality of Germans, especially the truly 
dedicated citizens of the Weimar Republic. In such adversity, women’s 
service to their men’s cause often assumed victim if not martyr status. 
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Not the least of such female ministrations consisted in presenting 
themselves at public meetings, to achieve a respectable Nazi body 
count and to cheer on male speakers through their sheer physical pres- 
ence. In March 1925, many women attended a Nazi convention in 
Nuremberg, at which Hitler and the city’s Gauleiter, Julius Streicher, 
spoke. The Party had barely been reborn with Hitler’s release from 
Landsberg prison. Streicher later praised the fact that “so many 
women” were in the movement.'* In August of 1927, Streicher’s 
Nuremberg was host to the third annual Nazi Party rally, which drew 
up to 20,000 visitors from all over the country. A local police report 
commented that “among the participants many were youthful and 
female persons. Several women and girls were wearing Hitler dress and 
even joined the SA march through the town, although they were pre- 
vented from parading before Hitler.”!* Among these women at Nazi 
meetings, the younger ones often were fanatical, and even more so the 
closer they found themselves to the Fiihrer. As Baldur von Schirach’s 
father-in-law Heinrich Hoffmann, Hitler’s personal photographer, 
recounted, young girls frequently interrupted the leader enthusiasti- 
cally with “frantic applause.” The wealthy and sophisticated Ernst 
(“Putzi”) Hanfstaengl, a Hitler acolyte and Harvard-educated art pub- 
lisher in Munich, whose sister Erna had hidden Hitler in her villa after 
the 1923 putsch, wrote after a Nazi rally: “Only a few yards away there 
was a young woman, her eyes fastened on the speaker. Transfigured as 
though in some devotional ecstasy, she had ceased to be herself, and 
was completely under the spell of Hitler’s despotic faith in Germany’s 
future greatness.”!© Susceptible to the leader’s charisma, some young 
girls found an idol to be adored. 

Apart from flocking to meetings for the sake of full attendance and a 
sense of communal belonging, women performed the kind of house- 
hold and nurturing work for their men that was expected in a Nazi 
home. The early Nazi movement considered young women’s Party 
obligations as preliminary practice for the properly run Nazi family, 
once Hitler had come to power. Local organizations of women as care- 
giver groups to the Nazi Party and its affiliates are documented for the 
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period before the Munich Beer Hall Putsch in November 1923, such 
as the one in Saxony which included Henriette Mutschmann, mother 
of the future Saxon Gauleiter Martin Mutschmann.'” When Hitler 
was in prison in 1924, many women undertook pilgrimages to Lands- 
berg to visit and console him, and some sent care packages. To one 
women’s group Hitler wrote, in November of that year, that the pack- 
age had arrived undamaged “and provided much joy to all of us, on the 


18 (Hitler continued to collect bric-a-brac 


anniversary of the uprising. 
from admiring women during the republican period, which later he 
exhibited in his Berghofabove Berchtesgaden, as he could not part with 
it for emotional reasons.)!? Times were difficult for a largely lower- 
middle-class and proletarian Nazi following, even in the so-called 
Golden Twenties of the Weimar Republic, and women had to help 
their men, whose jobs were often at risk as they tried to revive the fre- 
quently illegal NSDAP. Women darned socks and mended trousers, 
collected money from door to door, and helped to distribute flyers. In 
February of 1927, for instance, Joseph Goebbels, then the propaganda 
chief of the Party, received some money from groups of women to help 
men recently wounded in street fights. Goebbels wrote back with 
“many cordial thanks for the sacrifice.””° 

A new phase of Nazi women’s work began in 1929, at the beginning 
of the Great Depression, when conditions for Nazi fighter families 
worsened while Nazi membership numbers were rising. This was the 
time when the SA, Hitler’s brown-shirted storm troopers, held sway in 
the proletarian sectors of large towns, where they were battling the 
Communists.?! Women’s groups organized soup kitchens for the SA 
and shelters for wounded comrades, often harboring men who were 
wanted by the republican police.”* Earlier work such as providing 
clothes and collecting money continued unabated.” Since 1928 Party 
comrade Frau Thieme in Halle, for example, had been known for her 
large Open House with a swastika flag on the roof. It served as a gener- 
ous SA kitchen for those in need, despite having its windows broken 


every day and being under constant police surveillance.”4 
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One factor motivating Nazi women was a virulent hatred of Jews. It 
was not a hatred derived from abstract anti-Semitic theory, although 
undoubtedly Nazi ideology fanned fires that had been set long before. 
Rather, it was a feeling based on the women’s everyday experience, in 
their encounters with the Jewish store owners and professionals on 
whom they depended for goods and services. Nazi women focused on 
the well-worn, gender-specific stereotypes of Jewish physicians, espe- 
cially gynecologists, as documented around Heidelberg in 1927, or 
Jews as perpetrators of cosmopolitan, “un-German” fashion in 1930 
K6nigsberg, or Jews as the owners of chain stores in 1932 Berlin, 
where women were accustomed to shop daily.” Nazi men augmented 
these racist dispositions with eugenic arguments to the effect that pure 
German women, as future mothers of heroic males, must not allow 
themselves to be defiled through sexual congress with Jews.° The cari- 
cature of the male Jew as sexual predator, no less than the derogatory 
economic and religious images, corresponded to the same kind of anti- 
Semitism on which Nazi women would thrive after Hitler’s assump- 
tion of power. And it was this racism of the adult females that was 
passed on to their daughters who eventually made their way into the 
BDM. 

The earliest gatherings of Nazi girls came about as offshoots of local 
women’s associations. They originated haphazardly, locally and region- 
ally, and were different from one another; some, the Party chronicle 
alleges, began as early as 1923. The affinity with the women’s groups 
was clear. From the beginning, the girls’ chores were “to help, where 
they were needed . . . to stitch flags and brown shirts, cook meals, lend 
medical first aid and post guard at some political demonstrations and 
pass along warnings,” underlining a similarly servile role vis-a-vis the 
men.”’ In 1931 the Hitler Youth leadership claimed central control of 
the disparate girls’ groups with a view to merging them with its own 
fledgling girls’ league, in existence since 1930 and now called Bund 
Deutscher Madel. In July 1932, Schirach succeeded in neutralizing the 
cloying interference of the NS-Frauenschaft, the Party’s organization 
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for adult women, which thereafter would become a permanent, if ul- 
timately unsuccessful, rival for supervision of young girls.78 Nazi 
concern with teenage females was evident in the choice of a “uniform.” 
Initially, drab and frumpy uniforms had little appeal for fashion- 
conscious teenagers even of the Nazi persuasion. However, in 1932, 
Hitler himself seems to have had a hand in commissioning professional 
designers to come up with a costume which would appeal to the girls 
and which eligible young men would find attractive. This was another 
signal by Nazi leaders that the female’s biological goal in life was to 
attract the male for future procreation.”? 

The theme of subordination to men’s needs and desires character- 
ized the subsequent history of the BDM. The BDM never acquired an 
independent leader directly responsible to Hitler, as was the case with 
Schirach as leader of the boys. Instead, after an interregnum lasting 
until June 1934 when no particular woman was consistently in charge, 
a so-called BDM-Reichsreferentin (Reich Deputy) was appointed, 
reporting directly to Schirach. She was Trude Mohr, formerly of the 
German youth movement, who had lately been head of the BDM’s 
division in the East. Thirty-two years old, from a middle-class family, 
she was suitably undereducated; never having completed Gymnasium, 
she had worked in the lower echelons of the national postal service. 
Her motto for the BDM was in keeping with the tradition of the past 
and aptly pointed the way for the future: “Don’t talk, don’t debate, live 
a National Socialist life in discipline, composure, and comradeship!”>” 

After her marriage, which disqualified her from this position, Mohr 
was succeeded in November 1937 by Jutta Riidiger, a twenty-seven- 
year-old woman with a doctorate in psychology, who had belonged to 
the pre-regime Nazi Student League. Riidiger would serve under 
Schirach and later Axmann in that role until the end of the Third 
Reich.*! It is unclear why a woman with a Ph.D. was chosen at that 
time—Riidiger was far better educated than both Mohr and Schirach 
himself. Apparently a northern regional leader, Lisa Husfeld, had been 
the first choice, but this young woman had declined, pointing to Riidi- 
ger as one who “can do this better than I can.”>? There are two possible 
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explanations. Perhaps the HJ leadership, displeased with the fact that 
Mohr married and left the BDM, reasoned that highly educated 
women would scare away potential husbands, and thus Riidiger was 
perceived as having a fairly good chance of remaining dedicated only 
to her girls. As it turned out, she did stay single. Another possible rea- 
son for the choice of Riidiger is that Schirach, a man with some univer- 
sity education, may have realized that psychological understanding of 
girls would be helpful in a difficult-to-supervise mass organization like 
the BDM. Even in the macho Nazi Reich, there were paths that no 
marching boots could tread. However anti-academic the Nazis were, 
they exploited the applied arts and sciences for their own purpose. In 
this case, they believed that the use of “organic” (as opposed to “Jew- 
ish” Freudian) psychiatry and psychology to get inside the minds of 
German girls would make it easier to rule them.*? 

The BDM, with its members from ages ten to eighteen, grew some- 
what more slowly than its male HJ counterpart. After March 1939, the 
Third Reich made membership in the HJ obligatory for both girls and 
boys. Earlier there had been a gap in the post-fourteen-year cohort in 
the BDM, probably because more girls would join the work force after 
primary school at age fourteen than boys. There was also less job-site 
pressure on girls to join the BDM, at least until the policy of compul- 
sory HJ membership by the summer of 1939.*4 

The BDM was built on a command structure analogous to that 
of the male HJ. The female leaders in the more responsible positions 
would be schooled in special training centers, especially as those with 
the highest authority became full-time salaried staff.>° However, there 
were significant differences in the schooling and treatment of these 
young women which set them apart and actually demeaned them in 
relation to boys and young men. Apart from the leadership structure as 
such, most other factors were identical, and leadership shortage prob- 
lems plagued both the female and the male HJ.*° 

What set the girls’ BDM division apart from the boys’ division in 
the wider Hitler Youth? To answer this question one can explore fur- 
ther the rudimentary service routines of these girls, which had been 
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pre-charted by Nazi women as early as 1923. In keeping with an offi- 
cially projected feminine image, the BDM’s approach to young 
recruitable girls was softer and gentler than that employed for boys, 
although this was primarily true during the period of voluntary mem- 
bership until 1939. It was especially so with the youngest and most 
impressionable age cohort from ten to fourteen, a group called Young 
Girls, or Jungmadel, the female equivalent of the Pimpfe. The BDM’s 
approach was designed to emphasize the ideal of physical passivity (vis- 
a-vis boys and men) and lack of activism, which were commensurate 
with the hoped-for future eugenic role of girls as Nazi childbearers. 

Accordingly, the memoirs of former BDM inductees reflect the pub- 
lished propaganda of the organization itself, with an emphasis on 
pleasure, friendship, the warmth and charisma of somewhat older lead- 
ers, communal fun, and play rather than physical exertion in drills, 
athletics, and competition. Many young recruits of those days typically 
recall the joys of joining the BDM and being welcomed by sympa- 
thetic leaders and groups of like-minded friends.*” Since Schirach 
openly condoned “the games of young girls” (1934), including much 
of the outright romanticism of the late-Weimar youth movement, 
these activities, such as watching a full moon and then spending the 
night in a barn, were self-consciously continued, whereas in the case of 
the boys, they had been discouraged.** Military aspects of BDM 
service could easily be disguised as innocent contests and games; any- 
thing that might look like a military exercise or that presaged war was 
played down.” 

Much as with the boys, the girls were given the very positive experi- 
ences of going on hikes in the country, roasting sausages over camp- 
fires, communal singing, enacting fairy tales and theatrical plays, and 
performing puppet shows, folk dances, and recorder trios. “The week- 
ends were crammed full with outings, campings, and marches when we 
carried heavy packs on our backs. It was all fun in a way and we cer- 
tainly got plenty of exercise ... These young BDM leaders taught us 
songs and tried desperately to maintain a certain amount of discipline 
without ever really succeeding.”4° In winter, handicrafts and needle- 
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work shops in the BDM clubhouse were very popular.*! Whatever 
political message the HJ leadership wanted to convey to the girls, it 
was imparted subliminally. In the early years of the regime, and cer- 
tainly for the younger groups, political indoctrination was practiced 
lightly and hardly noticed by the (admittedly innocent) target group. 
Play and games, however, were decoys for sterner things to come.” 

One clever bait for the girls was the aesthetic appeal of fashion. The 
early attention paid by leading Nazis to the BDM’s attire bore fruit. It 
is true that the standard costume—dark blue skirt, white blouse (both 
reminiscent of the youth movement), and black kerchief with a knot- 
ted tie of leather strips—made girls look alike. Judged singly, however, 
the garments were generally thought to be attractive, especially the 
spiffy tie. A mustard-yellow vest (K/etterweste) was not so popular with 
most, but a few found it especially fashionable. Fashion here catered 
to a remarkable blend of impulses, and the Nazis knew how to exploit 
that. On one hand, there was a sort of lemming effect, where peer 
group pressure motivated girls to belong by imitating. “I thought this 
was really chic and I just had to have this too,” said one former mem- 
ber in explaining her feelings at the time.*4 On the other hand, girls 
wishing to express their individual personalities through the style in 
which they dressed still felt they had leeway to do so, for instance by 
making slight modifications or by ignoring (or emphasizing) the some- 
what controversial yellow vest, wearing different knee socks, or paying 
attention to the hairdo—mostly braids for the youngest girls, but they 
could be of different lengths, and hairstyles could change with increas- 
ing age. Indeed, as the girls got older and developed a sense of adult 
fashion, the uniforms too were invariably altered, as they were for the 
leaders: universally admired insignia were added, such as the green 
leadership cord, or fashionable overcoats were worn. There were other 
opportunities to dress up in different clothes, for instance the white 
dresses with colorful aprons and ribbons that were worn for the public 
performances of folk dance—a very satisfying experience for the girls 
involved.*° To the boys, attire mattered much less; their vanity would 
be satisfied in other ways. 
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The various sports offerings for the girls were also attractive, partic- 
ularly since they were treated more as group play than individual com- 
petitions. Usually, rhythmical gymnastics took the place of athletic 
strain. This kind of exercise emphasized harmony and the sense of rest- 
ing within one’s own physical body as well as the collective body of the 
group. Thus the girls practiced organic Volksgemeinschaft. At the same 
time, the flow of gymnastic movements was closely related to the femi- 
nine anatomy and the future role of women as childbearers. Where 
boys had to be forceful, girls had to show grace. And while there were 
opportunities for female competitive sports such as swimming for 
points or Nazi honor badges,*” the overall emphasis was not on indi- 
vidual performance but on collective movement, not unlike women’s 
aerobics of a later era, but less driving and challenging even than 
those.4® Games with softballs were popular, and during the 1936 Ber- 
lin Olympics more than a thousand BDM girls gyrated simultane- 
ously, in a synchronized show of unity—a symbol of totalitarian 
strength that was later successfully imitated by other dictatorships such 
as the People’s Republic of China.” Such scenes were brilliantly cap- 
tured in the films of Leni Riefenstahl.*° 

Communal, synchronized sport was a technique to ensure what, 
according to Schirach, was the duty of young women, “to correspond 
with the beauty ideal of male adolescents and grown-ups.”*! Officially, 
this ideal was of a woman who did not use lipstick or makeup, did not 
arrange or dye her hair—all the denigrated attributes of slick Weimar- 
republican city girls or French seductresses.°* The perfect German 
woman did not wear pants, nor did she smoke. For women in Ger- 
man society generally, and older girls in the BDM in particular, the 
Nazis projected the paragon of a Nazi female as a woman who tied her 
hair in a bun and dressed tastefully yet simply. In the BDM, the white 
and blue uniform was considered feminine enough without even a 
touch of elegance or sensual suggestiveness, and except for a ring and a 
watch, no jewelry was allowed. High-heeled shoes and silk stockings 
were off limits.** As BDM members became older and obtained lead- 
ership positions, however, especially during the war, those rules were 
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relaxed, although too stark a transgression could still raise eyebrows in 
public. 

The regime dictate of a well-groomed and well-dressed young 
woman was designed to attract a German man for breeding and child- 
rearing. Hence the ideal of a healthy mother was always proclaimed, 
and so were her typical chores as a homemaker. Hitler himself made 
certain that training in the BDM did not stray too far from the domes- 
tic path when he reiterated at the 1936 Nuremberg Party rally that 
“motherhood was woman’s supreme function, and that a woman could 
make no greater contribution to the nation than the birth of several 
children.”°° Toward that end, special BDM physicians constantly 
watched over the health of their young charges, in particular with a 
view to preventing physical overexertion (for instance, after sports), 
and monitoring prenatal potential.*’ 

Many of the things that BDM girls did while hiking or congregating 
in the clubhouse amounted to practical exercises in preparation for 
wifehood and motherhood. Certain activities were thought to appeal 
to the girls because of their gender-specific nature: the door-to-door 
selling of trinkets for welfare purposes, or the household collections of 
toys and clothes for the needy.** Girls were valued as servants of the 
muses when the BDM performed in choirs, played in amateur orches- 
tras, or told stories for the little ones during “Children’s Hour” on the 
radio.” As early as 1934 Méadel im Dienst, an official manual for the 
Jungmidel cohort between ages ten and fourteen, listed their goals as 
the “warmth of the homey hearth fire,” needlework, proper cooking 
practices, and how to outfit and furnish a home.® Considerable space 
was apportioned to family celebrations, such as Mother’s Day, which 
had been celebrated in the Weimar Republic but which the Nazis ele- 
vated to a state holiday and used as an instrument of propaganda for 
women.°! Ultimately, of course, there was much talk and writing 
about giving birth and bringing up children, the high duty of every 
German woman. 

It was also thought in the BDM that two excellent ways for young 
women to prepare to be future housewives and mothers were learning 
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to help out as maids in households and working in the country as farm 
hands, or in the farmer’s house. These were both accomplished in vari- 
ous programs under the labels of Pflichtjahr, or Duty Year, or the 
Landdienst or Landjahr, these latter two simply denoting service in the 
country. 

The farm programs lasted anywhere from a few months in the sum- 
mer to two solid years, and until early 1938, they were voluntary. They 
arose from a combination of ideological motives, grounded in the 
racist Artamanen doctrine of the 1920s, which aimed at rooting more 
young Germans in the soil and further developing the infrastructure of 
the rural East. This formula would provide the basis for recolonization 
of the non-German East once the war against the Third Reich’s eastern 
neighbors commenced. Beginning in early 1934 the BDM took care of 
employment for fourteen-year-old girls just released from school, who 
were looking for jobs in industry. On the one hand, the Nazis discour- 
aged the gainful employment of women, as there was still unemploy- 
ment in the cities because of the lingering Depression.® On the other 
hand, farm jobs were not popular, and this labor shortage had to be 
filled for the sake of the economy. Here, the BDM’s program satisfied 
ideological as well as economic objectives. In 1934, 7,000 German girls 
started farm work; by 1937, 43,000 had been sent out—mostly to 
farmsteads in the East, in Silesia, Pomerania, or East Prussia. The girls 
lived and worked with the farmers and in the evenings mingled socially 
with the youths of the village. Nazi social engineers such as demo- 
graphic planners looked upon this as creatively molding the Volks- 
gemeinschaft.©4 

Between 1936 and 1939, this farm program was expanded. Retrain- 
ing and schooling facilities were established to help as many city girls 
become farm girls as possible. Rural farm labor was seen as developing 
feminine qualities and readying a girl for marriage and motherhood all 
the more effectively. With the girls kept away from urban ills and cor- 
ruption, it was hoped that young women would be more likely to 
choose an occupation consonant with the Nazi agenda for females: 
nurse, social worker, teacher, or—in the rarest cases and at a higher 
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plane—pediatrician.© The girls’ farm service became compulsory after 
January 5, 1938, when Schirach, now in complete control of the 
BDM, decreed it as such.®° But because membership was still volun- 
tary and the need for farm workers great, Hitler's Economic Plenipo- 
tentiary, Hermann Goring, weighed in a few weeks later with a decree 
that established the Pflichtjahr within his Four-Year Plan for all teen- 
age girls, whether in the BDM or not.°” This Pflichtjahr was for a full 
year, so that before a young woman could accept a permanent position 
in the work force, she had to complete her service either on a farm or in 
city homes as a maid—another unpopular job category. Thus by 1940, 
there were 157,728 German girls starting Pflichtjahr work in agri- 
culture, and another 178,244 in domestic service.°* In addition to 
the agricultural training centers, already existing Haushaltsschulen, or 
household schools for domestic service, were built up and new ones 
founded.® Girls’ memoirs of those years in either work branch tell 
varying stories of happiness and woe; what was evident in all the girls’ 
experiences, however, whether they realized it then or not, was a ruth- 
less exploitation of unpaid menial labor, in the country as much as the 
city households.’° 

Conveniently, these two interrelated programs, the farm service and 
the household aid, would be followed and amplified by the Reich 
Labor Service for young women, the Reichsarbeitsdienst (RAD). It 
observed the same triple goals of ideological indoctrination, discipline, 
and national economic improvement as did the BDM. Even though 
the RAD had been around for some years as a voluntary institution, its 
real mission and force would only emerge in wartime. 


The Challenges of World War II 


As the Pflichtjahr continued to be mandatory for younger BDM mem- 
bers during the war, the Reich Labor Service came to the fore for older 
girls, as part of the general Labor Service. That service had already been 
established in the Weimar Republic on a voluntary basis. It was made 
compulsory for young men in 1935, as a prerequisite for the newly 
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introduced general conscription, whereas it became a duty for the girls 
only with the beginning of hostilities in 1939. Female volunteer work 
camps had existed since 1935. They were expanded to receive all girls 
from ages seventeen to twenty-five who were single, not yet employed, 
or not in some formal training or educational institution.”! In 1938, 
there had been about 25,000 “Reich Labor Maidens,” as they were 
officially called. By April 1940 more than twice that number were con- 
centrated in over two thousand camps all around Germany, and 
shortly thereafter in annexed and occupied territories such as the Pro- 
tectorate, Alsace, and Denmark.” 

The original term of service was six months, and the work was very 
similar to (and often merged with) that delineated by the Pflichtjahr— 
in households or farmers’ homes and in the fields. Things were much 
less carefree in the RAD, however. The girls in these camps were ruled 
by a different regimen from the one they had experienced in the regu- 
lar BDM. Paramilitary drill replaced communal gymnastics, and an 
atmosphere of compulsory service supplanted the genial, voluntary 
spirit. The changed atmosphere manifested itself in a change of attire: 
unflattering navy or olive-green work dresses and a plain hat replaced 
the stylish BDM costumes; roll calls demanding quick changes in uni- 
form, interrupted only by tasteless meals and noxious sports and drill, 
became the daily routine. The girls’ labors took up thirteen hours of 
the day, and they were free only every second Sunday.” Such extended 
BDM service resembled the much tougher HJ obligation for the boys 
from the age of ten on. However, young men of around seventeen were 
drafted into a separate two-year RAD service which immediately took 
them closer to the fronts—something that these early RAD Maidens 
never experienced.” 

But the situation changed after June 1941, when Reich Munitions 
Minister Fritz Todt convinced Hitler that he needed more man- and 
womanpower toiling in war-related industries, specifically the process- 
ing of mass ammunition. As far as the women were concerned, they 
were supposed to take the place of industrial workers who had re- 
cently been conscripted by the Wehrmacht. By October 1, 1941, to aid 
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the newly opened campaign against the Soviet Union, those RAD 
Maidens who were just due to be released were ordered to serve an 
additional six months, for a total of twelve, in what was called Kriegs- 
hilfsdienst, or Auxiliary War Service. From then on, every RAD co- 
hort, upon its release, had to do secondary duty in the war industry. 
For this work, each of the girls was paid 45 marks a month (in contrast 
to unpaid regular RAD service), which was still a pittance in relation to 
what they were commissioned to do. Although farm labor or house- 
work was to be continued in some of these cases—for instance, work- 
ing in a bakery in Alsace or herding cattle in Posen (Poznan)—work in 
the Reich’s munitions factories became the norm. This could mean 
sorting and crating ammunition like grenades, gluing together rubber 
gas masks for horses, or sewing up Army uniforms. Many young 
women were trained as radio and telephone operators, telegraphers, 
and stenographers.”? Toward the end of the war, when the situation for 
the government was becoming desperate, hundreds of young women 
were earmarked for the construction of anti-tank obstacles and anti- 
aircraft artillery aid, and some were actually deployed.” This meant 
that large numbers of women were, at one time or another between 
October 1941 and May 1945, moved to the proximity of the fronts, 
though still behind the lines. Yet especially in early 1945, facing the 
advancing Russians, this became a frightening experience for many. A 
smaller proportion of these girls still labored in households or in fields, 
as well as in hospitals, particularly military ones. While most found 
themselves far from home, a few were fortunate enough to be placed in 
venues close to their parents’ residences.’” Because of the large number 
of personnel involved, the lack of adequate supervision and organiza- 
tion, and the fact that the Maidens had neither sufficient experience 
nor on-the-job training, the efficiency rate of the overall work in both 
the regular RAD and its Kriegshilfsdienst ancillary turned out to be 
dismally low.’8 

For the younger girls in the BDM, those who had not yet reached the 
RAD stage, the tone changed also, as did their tasks, after September 
1939. One of these tasks was taking charge of ethnic German peasants 
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in conquered Poland, in a caregiving role. The program was named 
Osteinsatz, or Eastern Service; its work could also be shared by the 
older girls in the RAD.”? The BDM had already had a similar ex- 
perience in peacetime with Polish-Germans in the traditional eastern 
provinces. Either as part of their obligatory Pflichtjahr or on a vol- 
unteer basis, girls usually aged sixteen and older would assist Polish- 
Germans and German resettlers from eastern Europe in the arts of 
keeping a house, using the mother language properly, and bringing up 
their children in accordance with Nazi hygienic standards. 

Their work took place mostly in the so-called Wartheland (the Nazis 
preferred the term “Warthegau”), which was Polish territory around 
Posen, and in the southern tip of Upper Silesia, which had been Ger- 
man until the outcome of World War I had forced its cession to Po- 
land. After Poland was conquered by Hitler in 1939, it was divided into 
the Wartheland (now again considered a German province) and Poland 
proper, which was militarily occupied and governed as the Generalgo- 
uvernement under Hitler’s old Munich lawyer, Hans Frank. The situa- 
tion was very confused ethnically and culturally in the Wartheland: 
there were ethnic Poles with German names speaking mostly German, 
and Germans with Polish names speaking mostly Polish. Many other 
combinations between these two extremes were possible, and the prob- 
lem for Heinrich Himmler, as Hitler's newly minted Reich Commissar 
for Ethnic Resettlement, was to distinguish and separate the ethnic 
populations from each other and settle them accordingly. The grand 
scheme was to drive the Poles out of Wartheland and into Occupied 
Poland, leaving the ethnic Germans behind on much larger home- 
steads. As the war in the East progressed, other ethnic Germans from 
the Baltics, Bukovina, Volynia, and Bessarabia, eventually even from 
the Soviet Volga Basin, were supposed to join them. In this scheme of 
things, the crucial task for the regime demographers was to establish 
beyond a doubt who was truly German and who was Polish.®° 

Once the distinctions had been made, however haphazardly, by the 
specialists of the SS, Schirach, Axmann, and Riidiger’s girls were sup- 
posed to help settle the ethnic Germans. The population transfer of 
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Poles and Germans was massive and complicated. It has been estimated 
that approximately one million Poles were removed from Wartheland 
to the Generalgouvernement, to make room for 350,000 ethnic Ger- 
mans from outside Poland, including up to 200,000 juveniles. This 
does not include the tens of thousands of ethnic Germans who were 
already in Poland. To facilitate Nazi resocialization, 19,000 of the 
Reich’s BDM girls and their youthful leaders were called in and billeted 
in 160 special camps, for an average stay of four to six weeks at a time. 
The girls were ordered to work in teams of up to fifteen, each team 
being responsible for four or five Polish villages, often in collaboration 
with the SS who had just finished driving out the Poles.*! 

The girls usually found their chores distasteful throughout because, 
according to their inculcated dogmatism, the Poles were dirty people 
and kept a filthy house. One report talks about having to hack away at 
layers of caked dirt in a former Polish dwelling, to make room for 
cleaner ethnic Germans.** What surprised and shocked these girls even 
more, however, was that the Germans they then had to help resettle 
were hardly cleaner than the Poles, and few of them knew how to speak 
their mother tongue. “Romantic illusions” were being destroyed after 
confrontation with reality, wrote one intermediate BDM chief; it was 
clear that “good Germans” could not easily be made out of “half Poles” 
within a short time.®? Although most ethnic Germans were very 
friendly with their “liberators” and dreamed of a Golden Age under 
Nazi rule after the Final Victory, for the time being they continued 
speaking Polish with the remaining Poles in the village “and viewed 
them as their total equal.” They often slept in a bed with them, ate 
from a common bowl, and shared the same fleas, lice, and scabies. Fre- 
quently illiterate, these ethnic Germans had an extremely high infant 
mortality rate, incest was rampant, and some could not be weaned 
from their wood alcohol. Above all, they could not understand why 
German girls like the BDM zealots would want to work so hard on 
their behalf.*4 

Such impressions of ethnic Germans caused them to be ranked a 
notch or two beneath the racial benchmark of the BDM themselves. 
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One former BDM leader recalls that she was forced to tell Polish- 
reared German colleagues in the Warthegau that they were to be 
replaced by young women from the Reich, because in the end they 
were not seen as fit to lead.® This leader’s action was in accord with 
official ideology: in the Nazi racial hierarchy, Germans ranked at the 
very top, followed by the ethnic cousins of dubious quality, then the 
alien Poles, and finally, insofar as one could be aware of them there, 
the Jews.*° 

The prejudices against Poles were reinforced by tales of Polish sup- 
pression and even murder of ethnic Germans, which were bruited 
about by the surviving relatives of the slain from before World War 
11.8” The BDM had been instructed at home by their leaders and were 
reminded again and again that Poles were a people “worthy of disgust, 
genuine sub-humans, who deserved to be ruled by a master race. Any 
shyness or even politeness on the part of Nazi representatives would be 
tantamount to a betrayal of the ethnic Germans.”°* Back home, one 
girl had been lectured by a family friend that finding a place to live in 
Poland was not a problem at all. “You can look at all the apartments of 
rich Poles and can then select the ones you want. All you have to say is: 
Get out, you pigs!”®? Finally placed in a Polish village in the Ostein- 
satz, the same girl was asked by an ethnic German woman to venture 
out into the field and beat up the small Polish boy who failed to mind 
the cows: “With Polacks you cannot be squeamish; you have to hit 
them, or they will not obey.” The frightened girl actually did go out to 
confront and then to hit the undernourished little lad, symbolically, 
with a stick. She felt terrible about it and could not help noticing his 
eyes, “wild with rage and hatred,” the memory of which then pursued 
her day and night.”° 

Another girl, in Cracow, saw the bloodied corpses of two German 
policemen who had been assassinated by the Polish Underground. The 
next day at the same site, she discovered forty Poles lying side by side 
on the grass, shot in retaliation by the Germans. An SS soldier was 
keeping watch. Poles, this girl took note, had to keep their distance 
from the Germans in all public places. Fully recognizing their subju- 


German Girls for Matrimony and Motherhood 91 


gated status, the Poles viewed their conquerors with hate.?' BDM girls 
were recipients of this hatred, as when a girl, Carola, on the way to 
contact future German settlers in Volynia, entered a train compart- 
ment in her BDM uniform. She saw that all civilians were immediately 
forced to vacate her compartment, only to threaten her, through the 
window of the adjacent one, with clenched fists.” 

After stressful weeks of work in Poland, important new duties 
awaited the BDM girls back in the Reich as part of their regular 
service. Although they were still expected to prepare to be model wives 
and mothers, the war’s exigencies temporarily put the national econ- 
omy and war-related matters first. This meant fewer drills and sports, 
and almost no hiking, camps, or cookouts in the peacetime mode. By 
1941, bombing raids were already making these activities impossible.” 
What was required instead was the equivalent of man-hours, tangible 
work for the benefit of civilians and soldiers. There was a plethora of 
chores on an almost daily basis, with the effect that school or occu- 
pational instruction suffered markedly. Many of those chores were 
gender-specific or at least gender-neutral, as HJ boys of similar ages 
were drawn to warrior-like tasks in the war effort, some in paramilitary 
postings and increasing numbers close to or at the fronts.4 

Apart from the continuation of household or farm labor service 
within the Pflichtjahr or, for the older girls, the RAD, other girls were 
increasingly involved in the collection of medicinal herbs—some for 
ersatz tea—in the countryside. In the entire Reich in the period 
1939-1940, over a million BDM members spent 6.5 million work 
hours on the collection of various herbs and tea. In Mecklenburg in the 
Northeast, the BDM’s collection of herbs more than doubled from 
1939 to 1941, but then fell off again somewhat in 1942 because of 
increasing air raids.’ In the countryside, additional jobs were done 
within the KLV program, where somewhat older BDM teens with 
some intermediate leadership rank were called upon to supervise 
younger children in the HJ evacuation camps. Thus Hildegard Mor- 
genthal, from a workers’ family in Berlin, at the age of sixteen became 
the HJ camp director in Steinseifersdorf, Lower Silesia, in March of 
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1941. There she was to function alongside four female teachers and 
three junior BDM leaders, to manage 130 girls from ages ten to thir- 
teen. She and other camp directors of comparable age and rank were 
joined by representatives of the BDM health corps, who had been 
trained by and were deployed in conjunction with the German Red 
Cross.°° More mundane services had to be rendered in towns and 
cities, where BDM girls replaced tram conductors, postal employees, 
and sales personnel in corner stores—presumably filling in for all the 
conscripted males or the older girls now staffing the RAD. Already in 
the first year of the war, more than eleven thousand girls were perform- 
ing clerical work in police stations and fifteen hundred of them were 
with emergency fire departments.” Some girls were minding munici- 
pal day-care centers, while others designed toys for toddlers.”° 

As the war progressed, it became more important to aid those 
immediately affected. In the civilian sector, BDM members were regu- 
larly found at train stations, where they assisted mothers with children 
or handed out sandwiches and hot drinks to hungry passengers; this 
work became ever more significant as the conflict wound down and 
fugitives, mostly from the East, were crisscrossing the Reich in search 
of an elusive safety.” Collection of herbs tended to be replaced by col- 
lection of those items needed quickly by the air-raid-stricken: emer- 
gency utensils for personal hygiene such as combs, toothpaste, towels, 
and brushes. !° 

Of paramount importance was assistance to the afflicted themselves, 
immediately after air-raid hits. A program described as Katastro- 
pheneinsatz, Action in Catastrophe, employed teenagers for grueling 
tasks which were far removed from the dreams of eleven-year-old 
Hitler Girls in 1934. The larger and more strategic the German city, 
the greater were its chances of being attacked. Hence in Bremen, a 
major northern port, scores of BDM girls were toiling in kitchens try- 
ing to feed 1,500 suddenly homeless people three times a day—and 
the girls themselves were always on the run from the next bomb 
attack.'°! How such an event could shape up is told by thirteen-year- 
old Ilse Koehn. In the capital she was preparing sandwiches with com- 
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rades, who were cooking soup, in 1942. Then the sirens sounded. “The 
lights go out, tumult and screams. “Take cover, everyone take cover! 
Into the cellar!’ Flashlights shine on these masses of people, pushing 
and screaming and screeching.” And then: “All the noise is drowned 
out in the rush of the falling bombs. The walls tremble, and the horri- 
fied screams almost tear apart my ear drums . . . Fearful eyes glance at 
the ceiling. Will it hold?”'®* It was always worse when the raids were 
over and the dead had to be hauled up from below. A year later in 
Berlin, a BDM girl was helping survivors surface from the ruins when 
she herself was hit and, “in order to save herself, cut off her own leg, 
which had been caught in the rubble.”!” 

Many of the girls’ first-aid tasks were shifting from the field to the 
hospitals, for civilians and soldiers alike. Already in the first year of the 
war more than 60,000 BDM girls were lending a hand in sickrooms.! 
In early 1945 in Ulm, northwest of Munich, when the personnel 
shortage was most acute, one schoolgirl was supervising four patients 
in a local hospice. These were not strictly medical tasks, but nonethe- 
less, such nursing took the place of school work, regular BDM duty, 
and any free time she would otherwise have had—until the next Katas- 
tropheneinsatz occurred, and then she had to be in the shelters to help 
those hurt by air raids.!° 

Increasingly, such patients turned out to be soldiers. More immedi- 
ately and symbolically, the girls were finding themselves back in the 
service of German men, for whom they had been said to be destined. 
Many of those soldiers had already received care packages and morale- 
supporting letters at the fronts from the BDM girls, or group enter- 
tainment like folk singing during furlough. In the former cases, the 
names of the front soldiers had been pulled out of a hat by the girls’ 
leaders, who then urged their charges to write comforting letters to the 
soldiers.!°° But with the wounded in the hospitals, it was disturbingly 
different. Certainly, the girls would bring flowers and gifts to the 
wounded men and would serenade them to cheer them up.'”” But 
increasingly, they would attend to the soldiers’ wounds, and often the 
sight of these maimed young men was too much for them to bear. In 
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one bed a BDM veteran found a “barely living wreckage, in it lies what 
is left of a very young man, his face suffused with a translucent pallor 
and his head attached to what appears to be a rectangular package 
under the sheets—the first quadruple amputee we have seen.”!°8 Maria 
Eisenecker, another nurse’s helper, wrote that she just could not get 
over the fact that “young men without legs, with bullet wounds were 
lying there, who could neither live nor die.”!° 

Such was the service of girls on behalf of the Reich and the young 
men who served it in the Army. However, there was also service to the 
SS. Some three thousand young girls, coming straight out of the 
BDM, allowed themselves to be recruited as assistants to the SS, and 
several became concentration camp guards. This meant complete sub- 
servience to the dictates of brute force and male domination associ- 
ated with Himmler’s Black Shirts. Many of these young women were 
caught up in the brutal practices around them and became cruel them- 
selves, thus moving far away from the feminine ideal of nurturance 
which the BDM leadership had preached to them earlier. Girls like 
Irma Grese succumbed completely to the abandonment of all human- 
ity and indulged in grossly criminal behavior without a backward 
glance. Others could do so only with major doses of cigarettes and 
cognac. One of the female SS assistants was a stenographer behind the 
lines at the eastern front. She took minutes during the SS interroga- 
tions of suspected saboteurs and was part of a process during which 
some victims went mad during torture and were “screaming like wild 
animals.” For a few like Grese, such sadism became addictive. Evidence 
shows that a few others who could tolerate it no longer eventually were 


allowed to make arrangements to return home.!!° 


Eugenics and Race 


In a more developed stage, the Bund Deutscher Madel strove to culti- 
vate an elite group to serve as a test object in the Nazis’ wider racial- 
eugenic planning. Much of this occurred in close cooperation with the 
SS, which, of course, ultimately groomed the male elite, the incarna- 
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tion of male supremacy in the Third Reich. The program, announced 
by Baldur von Schirach on January 19, 1938, ran under the trademark 
“Glaube und Schénheit,” or Faith and Beauty.'!! This was an emblem- 
atic designation inspired by aesthetic ideals promoted by Albert Speer, 
the architect, and Leni Riefenstahl, the filmmaker. Not coincidentally, 
Speer and Riefenstahl, who were themselves unusually attractive, col- 
laborated on cultural projects such as the filming of Party rallies and 
the Olympics, with heightened concentration on beautiful young bod- 
ies in synchronized motion.''? 

With the SS in the background, “Glaube und Schénheit” was a 
model blueprint for eugenically perfect propagation of Germans in the 
National Socialist interest and therefore of the highest significance to 
Nazi social engineers. At first glance the program seemed to be out of 
line with other Nazi phenomena. Its first leader was a veritable Count- 
ess, Clementine zu Castell (formerly the Nuremberg regional BDM 
chief). She remained at her post until she got married to another 
Count in 1939 and resigned. However, her title had already served its 
purpose of attracting aspiring young women.'!> “Glaube und Schén- 
heit” recruited young women from seventeen to twenty-one and older, 
some of whom could still have been regular members of the BDM 
while others, the older ones, might have been in the process of being 
claimed by different (mass-oriented) Nazi Party affiliates. The program 
made a point of appealing to especially beautiful and Nordic-looking 
young women who were already physically mature. These women had 
to be unmarried and could be gainfully employed; their course of duty 
would be for four years, and normally they would meet once a week. 
Membership was entirely voluntary, even in wartime, as if there were 
no dictatorship and women were free to make their own decisions. 

As with the early BDM, fashion—this time glamorous apparel for 
women with film-starlet figures—was a major enticement. The young 
women were encouraged to peruse fashion magazines in an attempt to 
create well-fitting attire for themselves; during the summer they were 
clad in tight teeshirt-like tops and well-cut, pleated, very short skirts, 
all in suggestively innocent white. Photographs show leggy blond 
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beauties with medium-length hair, not tied in the usual Nazi-type bun, 
presumably without makeup and casually playing with hoops. By any 
standards, they were sexually alluring.!" 

These girls were to congregate for workshops where they could 
engage in all the leisure and sports activities open to the pre-war BDM 
during a typical month, such as swimming, needlework and shop 
work, or running and softball. They had to register for courses that 
were optional; group gymnastics, however, was mandatory at least 
once.'!> There were modeling shows at which the girls put themselves 
on display like professionals, either publicly or for a more select Nazi 
male audience. Moreover, three very elite sports were offered that the 
ordinary BDM girls never had access to: tennis, horse riding, and fenc- 
ing.'!° Another activity was home design, but of a more sophisticated 
and elaborate kind than in the common BDM program. These young 
women were to help create a Nazi-specific home-decoration and furni- 
ture aesthetic, the capstone for an elite Nazi family.!'7 

In the official literature the description of these goals was embel- 
lished with phrases betraying the true eugenic nature of this venture 
in the Nazis’ demographic blueprint. “We know that especially the 
beautiful girls will embrace these activities enthusiastically,” wrote 
Schirach’s top lieutenant, Giinter Kaufmann, in 1938.''8 And “the 
themes of these workshops demonstrate that all issues which concern 
girls and women in our vélkisch life are covered here.” In straight bio- 
logical terms it was explained why a girl would ideally have to be 
around twenty years old in order to join this program. “It is only when 
they are about twenty-one that German girls outgrow their girlhood 
and, as women and mothers, move into the great German Volks- 
gemeinschaft. Therefore, we want to use this time of adolescence, as the 
developmental stage of our Nordic race between childhood and wom- 
anhood, to learn as many pedagogical lessons as is possible for us in our 
vilkisch existence.” The most revealing statement regarding the ulti- 
mate mission of this program was made in 1943, when it was written 
that “the ideal of the lovely, beautiful, and proud girl” was equal to the 


ideal of the “courageous, chivalrous boy.”!!? 
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And herein lay the key to the whole enterprise. It was Himmler, that 
inspiring mentor to Schirach and Axmann in the business of human 
recruitment, who had very distinct notions about Nordifying the Ger- 
man people and already was on record for coveting superior Hitler 
Youths for his SS. In addition, he was interested in outstanding young 
women as future mates for his prized warriors, as was common knowl- 
edge throughout the BDM.'”° As he explained to his masseur Felix 
Kersten early in 1941, when the “Glaube und Schénheit” program was 
fully implemented, Himmler wished to see blond, blue-eyed girls 
molded according to German racial and eugenic criteria. By the time 
they were no older than twenty-eight, they would be ready to assume 
the title of Hohe Frau, or High Woman. (Himmler also thought that 
ordinary Party leaders should divorce their wives for the sake of mar- 
riage with a Hohe Frau.)'*! 

Himmler, a former chicken farmer and south German Artamanen 
chief, was ruled by very strong beliefs regarding the application of 
breeding theories to humans—by way of positive selection for the 
“Aryans” and negative selection for their natural enemies, the Slavs, 
Gypsies, and Jews. Positive selection, as he was attempting to prove 
within his SS and as was routinely discussed in the higher BDM eche- 
lons, meant that biologically superior males should be allowed to sire 
as many children as possible, consensually with a eugenically appropri- 
ate partner, out of wedlock.'”” These children would then be brought 
up in special SS homes, the Lebensborne or Founts of Life, which were 
being erected all over Germany (although never quite the breeding 
institutes that popular belief imagined, where strapping SS insemi- 
nated eager blondes).!”% To that effect, Himmler issued a “Procreation 
Order” to his men in November 1939, and he barred SS officers from 
promotion if they did not marry and, if married, did not beget off- 
spring, ideally sons.!?4 In the SS view of cohabitation, libido or eros 
per se was not allowed to matter, only as a vehicle to national biological 
fulfillment; hence the sex act was merely a technicality, a clinical neces- 
sity. This was stated unmistakably by J. Mayerhofer in the summer of 
1943, in an article entitled “Love and Marriage” in Himmler’s internal 
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publication SS-Leitheft.'? It was for this reason that Himmler, who 
obviously underestimated his men’s basic sex drive, had to issue an SS 
ordinance in June 1942, prohibiting the seduction of innocent girls for 
the sake of mere carnal pleasure.!”° 

Hohe Frauen were supposed to be beautiful and expert in everything 
the “Glaube und Schénheit” curriculum taught its candidates. The 
young women were expected to be of above-average intelligence and to 
have mastered gymnastics and superior modern skills such as driving a 
car, using a handgun, riding a horse, and, especially, fencing, which 
Himmler considered an “intellectual exercise.” In this he was no doubt 
encouraged by his top aide, Reinhard Heydrich, himself a champion 
fencer. Eugenically, these young women were expected to be fit to bear 
children, at least three in their lifetime, in accordance with the 
assumed feminine ideal of the Germanic tribes of two thousand years 
ago, who, Himmler said, were “racially outstanding.”!?” This corre- 
sponded with the genetic assumption underlying the “Glaube and 
Schénheit” program, which emphasized that all Germanic women, 
like the current students, espoused the Aryan “union of body and 
soul.”'?8 Thus it followed that for practical purposes both Himmler’s 
SS and the BDM grooming program would pay close attention to a 
girl’s more immediate Aryan ancestry, traceable, in church records, 
through two or three centuries.!”? 

With eligible young SS leaders in view as breeding partners, 
“Glaube und Schénheit” placed a remarkable emphasis on the virtues 
of race, particularly the uniqueness of the German race in contrast 
with that of “foreign peoples,” especially in the East.'°° It helps explain 
Himmler’s Wehrbauern scheme in which elite women were viewed as 
the ideal biological mates for SS leaders who, for “hundreds of kilome- 
ters,” would farm and stand guard in a conquered European East with 
no more Jews and with Slavs as slaves.'7! It was suggested that some SS 
leaders should even have two women, and perhaps some high Party 
brass too. Himmler’s friend Martin Bormann was already practicing 
such a policy officially, with a wife and many children in Berlin, and 
his mistress Manja Behrens, a beautiful actress, constantly at his 
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side.!3? Himmler heartily aided and abetted such attitudes, if more dis- 
creetly. In addition to his dour wife Marga (with whom he had his 
daughter Gudrun), he too had a mistress—his attractive secretary, 
Hedwig Potthast. With her he sired a boy, Helge, and a girl, Nanette 
Dorothea.'*? Indeed, if things went according to Bormann and 
Himmler, bigamy was to become universal in the Volksgemeinschaft 
after the war.!34 These ideas were further rationalized by the bloodlet- 
ting at the fronts, which meant that the Third Reich, for a generation 
at least, would be left with a surplus of women over men, and hence 
the biological survival of the Vo/k would be imperiled.'*° 

The racial bias of “Glaube und Schénheit,” especially as it was 
implicitly endorsed by Himmler’s SS, was reflected in instruction on 
“circumstances conditioned by race” and “Questions of vélkisch 
Life.”!° This racial ideology was mirrored on a much more massive 
scale in the general BDM. It was anchored in four particular condi- 
tions: early Nazi women’s hostility against Jews, especially physicians, 
viewed as dangerous predators; the ongoing racial indoctrination in 
the BDM, starting with the younger cohorts and accelerating with 
the older girls; the BDM’s imperative to its members, as future child- 
bearing mates to German males, to keep themselves racially pure; and 
the first-hand experience of mature female teenagers with Poles and, by 
extension, Jews, in Poland after September 1939. These experiences 
and their implicit racial indoctrination constituted the single signifi- 
cant exception to an otherwise largely non-political socialization for 
girls in the Bund Deutscher Madel after 1933. It was their racial iden- 
tity which was central to the Nazi agenda. 

In the Third Reich, enduring images of racial aliens as biological 
foes, with Jews in the first rank, followed by Gypsies and Slavs, under- 
lay much instruction. Such views were routinely imparted through 
teach-in sessions in the BDM clubhouses, for instance under the label 
“Race and Volk.” Here, the basic principles of what Nazi scholars 
understood by “race science” were carefully taught.'°” The governing 
anti-Semitic canon spawned malicious commonplaces about the 
necessity for a “racial rebirth” of the German people, on the model of a 
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'38 German girls were to be the 


racially pure German Volksgemeinschaft. 
guardians of “German blood, German culture, German way of life and 
customs, physical and spiritual health and correctness.”'*’ One former 
BDM girl remembers that she and her comrades were lectured about 
being the better people in this world, and aesthetically the more per- 
fect. “And the Jews were the opposite—this is how they interpreted it 
to us.”!4° At the height of the war, an intermediate BDM leader re- 
peated Hitler’s mantra to her charges: “By destroying the Jews, I am 
doing the work of the Lord.”'*! 

Lectures, films, and history books taught these girls about a political 
and biological danger posed by Jews in recent history, particularly as 
far as women were concerned. BDM instructors and manuals spoke of 
the “Oriental” origins of the Jews, how they deviously made their way 
into German lands and in 1812 even received civil rights.!4* That was a 
result of a “false” doctrine, said Madel im Dienst, namely “that all men 
are equal.”!4> Jews were said to be responsible for the shameful out- 
come of World War I, the predominance of a gutter culture in the sub- 
sequent Weimar Republic, and questionable practices during that 
period, such as fraudulent cattle-vending in the countryside and cheat- 
ing through chain stores in the cities.'“4 All told, there was “racial 
degeneration” during the Republic resulting from the presence and 
dominance of Jews. Since his time in Palestine, the Jew was said to have 
absorbed Negro blood and to have a particular affinity to those French 
colonial Negroes who terrorized the German population under the 
French occupation of the Rhineland in the early 1920s, notably 
through their compulsive rape of women. And then, the story went, 
Jews already settled in Germany facilitated the entry of hordes of east- 
ern Jews, who were easily recognized by “a stocky, short figure, the 
short head with the flat back cranium, somewhat protruding eyes, the 
Jewish nose in the shape of a 6, and the chin set back.”!4° The Nazi 
stereotypes of Jews abounded and were conspicuously directed at the 
core of German womanhood. Such propaganda fell on fertile soil. As 
one eighteen-year-old noted in her diary in early 1940: “We just had 
political training, for an hour and a half. The origins of the Great War, 
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the mood in Germany, and the consequences of Jewry. I like this train- 
ing very much and | am glad to be able to keep my knowledge up to 
date.” 146 

In 1940, Veit Harlan’s feature film Jud Siiss, with his wife, the 
Swedish blond actress Kristina Séderbaum, playing the innocent Ger- 
man girl Dorothea who is raped by the Wiirttemberg court Jew Siiss in 
the eighteenth century, was shown to large numbers of girls.14” It was 
designed to serve as a timely warning to them about the sexual devasta- 
tion Jews had wrought in the past, and also as a reminder of the 
Nuremberg Race Laws of September 1935, which had prohibited such 
alleged crimes and which were constantly under discussion.'“* The 
eugenic purity of German virgins vis-a-vis the predatory designs of 
Jewish infiltrators was a primary theme in the instruction of girls. It 
was elaborated upon with graphic clarity by Julius Streicher’s semi- 
pornographic rag Der Stiirmer, in the most coarse and virulent terms. 
In one story, in 1935, Streicher depicts a slender young girl reclining 
ona doctor’s couch, with the bald and fat physician, his 6-shaped nose 
prominently displayed, leering at her with a salacious grin. Underneath 
the prominent caricature, the story reads: “Inge is sitting in the waiting 
room of the Jew doctor. She has to wait for a long time. She leafs 
through the journals on the table. But she is much too restless to read 
even a few sentences. She constantly has to think about the warnings of 
her BDM section leader: “No Germans can go to a Jew doctor! And 
especially not German girls! Many a girl who sought treatment from a 
Jew doctor found only decrepitude and shame.’” The story about Inge 
continues, as she waits and then hears a girl crying in the physician’s 
office and a man laughing viciously. She again thinks of what her 
BDM superior had told her. “And then the door opens. The Jew 
appears. A scream escapes from Inge’s mouth. Terrified, she drops the 
journal. Mortified, she jumps up. Her eyes stare into the face of the 
Jewish doctor. And that face is the face of the Devil. In the middle of 
that Devil’s face there sits a huge hooked nose. Behind the glasses glis- 
ten the eyes of a criminal. The bulging lips are contorted in an insolent 
smirk. A smirk that says: ‘Finally I’ve got you, little German girl! And 
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then the Jew approaches her. His fleshy fingers grope her.”!“? Such sto- 
ries terrified young girls and their mothers and bred revulsion toward 
Jews. 

Anti-Semitism attained even more currency when framed by theo- 
ries about German superiority and the contemptible inferiority of 
others. The concept of the strong, virile Germans as the master race 
provided a particularly protective feeling for a German teenage girl. “I 
always was under the impression,” said one girl born in 1929, “that we 
alone were the great rulers of the world and nothing could ever go 
wrong for us. And all the others were, well, something like lower sub- 
jects.”1°? Most Germans traditionally despised the “others” in their 
midst, such as Gypsies who, unlike Jews, were not known to ravish 
German girls—rather, the lore was about promiscuous Gypsy women 
seducing German men.!*! The point about French colonial blacks was 
driven home repeatedly, for France, though defeated by 1940, was still 
the arch-enemy, and “from France we are threatened by the Black Dan- 
ger, the bastardization through Negroes and Negro mongrels.”!** And 
in southern Austria, now called Ostmark, visiting BDM girls working 
on the land were made aware of local disdain for Windische, or half- 
assimilated Slovenians, “whom one must now get rid of.”!*? These eth- 
nic groups threatened the purity of the Volk, and young girls who were 
potential vehicles of such infection needed to be taught to loathe the 
“alien.” 

Next to the Jews, of course, came the Slavs in Eastern Europe and, 
farther afield, even the Mongols, regarding all of whom the Party as 
late as spring 1944 exclaimed in terror that they “multiplied like rab- 
bits,” hence the need for a German “victory of the cradles.” '*4 Even in 
1934, Madel im Dienst taught that the Poles and other eastern peoples 
were extremely fertile, and therefore it was possible to figure out by 
what year Poland would be overpopulated.!* It was in 1938, a year 
before Hitler’s premeditated attack on Poland, that the BMD’s primary 
song book, Wir Mddel singen, published songs with insidious verses to 
be chanted communally, such as “Let’s ride against the eastern land” 
and “Into the east wind throw your banners / For the east wind makes 
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them wide / Over yonder we shall start building / Which will defy the 
rules of time.”!° 

Thus it was maintained that, with the eugenic tasks to be solved for 
the preservation of the Volksgemeinschafi, the German girl was “the 
racial conscience of the nation.” Every German girl, whose prototype 
was firmly planted in the BDM, had to be a “guardian for the purity of 
the blood and the people, in order to bring up heroes from among the 
sons of the Volk.”'*” This defined the mutual relationship between 
German girls and German boys, as future biological partners who in 
the HJ and BDM were being conditioned for their reproductive mis- 
sions. Their roles were stereotyped in line with Nazi ideology, which, it 
is true, took cues from German conservative thinking, but with the 
biological functions vastly exaggerated. A Hitler Youth boy had to be 
chivalrous and protective toward a Hitler Youth girl; the girl would not 
be his “to play with,” but his “comrade.” Such ethics sprang from the 
Nazi theory of the reciprocation of the sexes in that both were consid- 
ered equal, albeit with different pursuits, duties, and goals. The differ- 
entiation derived from the naturally assumed biological variance, as 
in the cliché of the boy being strong and protective and the girl meek 
and dependent; yet each, in his or her own way, was conceived of as a 
fighter.'°8 As the historian Jill Stephenson has observed: “The ‘differ- 
ence’ lay in both their contrasting natures and their complementary 
functions. In essence, this confirmed the traditional division of labor, 
with men dominating the public sphere and women controlling the 
private sphere.”!*? What this amounted to in everyday life, and what 
made it uniquely Nazi, was that “women, like men, were to serve their 
‘ethnic community’ [ Volksgemeinschaft] in the manner decreed by their 
political masters, for goals over which only these masters had juris- 
diction.”!© None other than Hitler himself underwrote this view, 
when at the 1934 Party rally he conjured up the curative tasks of the 
women of the Time of Struggle and then went on to say, at the top of 
his voice: “The emotional capacity of women has, since time immemo- 
rial, corresponded to the intellect of man ... and this then is the 
miraculous effect of Providence, that no conflict between the two 
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genders is possible, as long as each part observes whatever is its specific 
requirement by nature.”!°! 

Thus the rhetoric about the equality between the sexes translated in 
practice into an unqualified subordination of the female to the male, as 
could be seen within the Hitler-Jugend and Bund Deutscher Madel, as 
well as in all other Party affiliates and Nazi society at large. There are 
telling examples of true inequality for the girls. Political training did 
not exist in any form, with girls generally shying away from discussing 
the politics of the day because they knew they would be laughed at or 
censored by their HJ peers.!°? Cadre schooling of any kind, in compar- 
ison to that for the males, was deficient, so that there were no Adolf 
Hitler elite schools and only two Nationalpolitische Erziehungsanstal- 
ten for the girls (compared with ninety-three NPEAs for the boys). 
And not only was the BDM formally a branch of the male-dominated 
HJ as a matter of course, but the Brunswick leadership academy, which 
opened in spring 1939, was accessible to girls only for a very brief 
period because of the lack of males to fill its spaces.'° Even a higher 
BDM leader could never issue an order to the lowest HJ boy.'®* On 
many occasions, despite the chivalrous reputation that theoretically 
preceded them, HJ male leaders were gratuitously condescending or 
downright offensive to their female comrades.!© Girls were reminded, 
especially before and during the war, that they were not made of the 
stuff that could fight in the trenches or that they could not share in the 
“tough, masculine romanticism” and camaraderie which allowed boys 
to sing the old fighting songs of storm troopers.!® Several of the more 
ambitious BDM members suffered from this attitude. “I thought it was 
an unkind fate that had caused me to be born a female,” remembers 
Gudrun Pausewang, “for I could not offer my life to the Fatherland.” !°” 

Some women thought they had broken through to that hallowed 
goal when in the course of the war the personnel shortage mani- 
fested itself, especially at leadership levels. All of Nazi society was af- 
flicted with manpower shortages, so that women physicians, for in- 
stance, who earlier had not been allowed to practice, were called into 
service to stand in for colleagues at the fronts. But there were disadvan- 
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tages: the women were always in dependent postings, they were ill-paid, 
and they were on notice to return to civilian life as soon as the men 
came back to reclaim their rightful, prestigious positions.'°° However, 
just as the male HJ had to be led by ever younger boys, ever younger 
girls moved up to take the place of older BDM female leaders who 
were called up to assume some of the functions of male leaders now in 
the Wehrmacht or SS.!° Thus, service on the farms by girls increased 
by a ratio of 2 to 1 vis-a-vis boys in 1940, and 6 to 1 by 1944.!7° But it 
could not have helped their egos: many a full-time BDM leader, around 
age twenty or so, was unable to easily master the new and ambitious 
tasks thrust upon her.'7! Trained for the home more than the field, these 
young women often found the adjustment difficult and dangerous. 

The uppermost figure in the male-supremacist hierarchy was of 
course Hitler. Despite the myth that the Nazi Party attained power 
because in pre-1933 elections the women’s vote had tipped the scale, 
there is little doubt that women of all ages were captivated by Hitler’s 
persona, and at mass rallies often reacted to his presence with complete 
hysteria. It cannot be overemphasized that this hysterical adulation 
continued well into the Third Reich.'”* Hitler exuded a sexual magne- 
tism for German females which today can only be compared with the 
mass appeal of an international rock star. Hitler understood his intense 
appeal to women and used it strategically. His rationale for remaining a 
bachelor (until the day before his suicide) was that of a seasoned dema- 
gogue: if he were married, he would be seen as having been spoken for 
and would lose the support of many German girls and women. He 
wanted to be indelibly imprinted in their hearts as an eligible bachelor 
and potential spouse. Not unlike a nun’s marriage to Christ, the female 
Aryan would always be joined to her Fiihrer. 

In the BDM, Hitler may have been a kind of father figure for many 
of the younger girls, although in Freudian terms even this image has 
serious sexual overtones.'7? As the girls became older, that sense of sex- 
uality escalated, and the BDM leadership itself reinforced this disposi- 
tion. Hitler’s persona as a virtually omnipotent male was held up in 
training sessions at all levels, where one talked about “the life of our 
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Fihrer,” and joined in the “Song of the New Era” which proclaimed: 
“Across the streets the columns march / A Fiihrer strides ahead / He 
opens the path to freedom / Huge shouts from everywhere / Hitler 
leads the way!”!”4 

Girls loved their Fiihrer as a father and a god.!” And they were erot- 
ically enraptured when they were fortunate enough to see him in per- 
son. “I have seen our great Fiihrer,” wrote Lore Walb in her diary in 
October 1933, “twice! On the way to the Niederwald Monument and 
back. So solemn, yet so strong and great he stood there, with his raised 
right arm in his car! At that moment, tears welled up in my eyes.”!”° 
Doris K. also saw him twice, first in 1934, during Thanksgiving on the 
Biickeberg mountain near Hamelin. “I still remember the eyes this 
man had. Eyes, in which you could almost drown. Dark-blue eyes, 
some say they were black, but I saw them as blue. And this man gave 
me his hand, and thereafter I did not wash my hand for three days.” 
Four years later Doris saw him again in Stuttgart; this time she was 
fourteen. “Everybody screamed like crazy. Mass suggestiveness! The 
scream became a roar. . . Especially the women were fascinated. Their 
emotions were strongly touched and so were, without a doubt, unful- 
filled sexual wishes and desires.”'”” Helga Giessel was fourteen as well 
when she fell totally in love with Hitler. She was old enough to wish 
strongly to travel to Berlin to give a child to the Fiihrer, although she 
had not quite figured out how, technically, this was to be done.!78 

“Giving a child to the Fiihrer” was a favorite, ritualized rationale for 
sexually active teenage girls before, as much as during, the war, and this 
alone gave the lie to Baldur von Schirach’s affirmation that a “sexual 
problem of youth” did not exist in the Hitler Youth.'”? Indeed, against 
the intentions of the regime, Nazi racial-eugenic policy provided an 
alibi of sorts for its young protagonists, causing its originally clinical- 
biological function to be extremely sexualized. The chief consequence 
of this was a constant release of libidinal energies among HJ adoles- 
cents of both genders who would have been constrained under more 
traditional sexual mores. Once fully recognized, unabashed. sexual 
promiscuity among youth turned out to be a slap in the Nazis’ face, 
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but, seemingly paradoxically, it played to the prurience of men like 
Bormann and Streicher and quietly amused outright philanderers like 
Goebbels. 

It is characteristic of male-supremacist Nazi society that in most 
contemporary accounts it was the girls, rather than the boys, who were 
singled out as sexually abnormal or seduction-driven culprits. How- 
ever, it is likely that boys and girls were equally responsible, acting on 
their own accord (for they both welcomed the new revolutionary free- 
dom of being out of reach of traditional homes). But because girls had 
previously lacked the opportunity for this sexual freedom, being well 
guarded by their parents, the change was viewed primarily as an eman- 
cipation for girls and young women, who thus posed a threat to 
males.'®° For it is generally true in any authoritarian polity that by “all 
those who see military discipline, self-sacrifice, austerity, and worship 
of the Leader as the highest social ideals, the power of female sexuality 
will be seen as a dire threat.”'’' And misogynist Nazi males steadfastly 
subscribed to the traditional German view that where there was sexual 
seduction, women were doing the seducing, and if anyone was to be 
blamed, it had to be them.!*? 

Rumors about sexual indecency filtered through to various Party 
headquarters, including the HJ’s own, as early as 1934. From Saxon 
Barenstein it was reported in March that a BDM leader and her HJ 
counterpart were found alone in a HJ home and then were spied upon 
to see what they were up to. Unambiguous reputations preceded BDM 
girls, so that in neighboring Frohnau, HJ boys invited recent BDM 
recruits over in order to accost them sexually. As a result, the Frohnau 
BDM chapter never materialized.'8° Matters progressed in a similar 
vein elsewhere. In Mannheim in the following year, twenty-five BDM 
girls were confirmed in a Protestant church; fifteen and sixteen years 
old, every one was pregnant. In Saxon Heidenau, parents complained 
about “the sexual depravity in the Hitler Youth and in the League of 
German Girls.” During this time in nearby Chemnitz a BDM girl, 
after giving birth to a baby and being asked who its father was, 
answered that it could have been any one of thirteen boys.'*4 In 1936 


108 HITLER YOUTH 


young girls serving in the Landdienst often camped out near a corre- 
sponding boys’ camp, and then became pregnant by the dozens.!® 
During the Reich Party rally of that year, nine hundred BDM girls 
returned home from Nuremberg carrying a child; in only half of the 
cases was the father known.!*° As a result, to curb the worst excesses, 
camping out was prohibited for the BDM in 1937.!*” As far as the girls 
were concerned, the escalation of sexual libertinage during the war was 
mainly a result of two factors: the general sexual frustration of girls and 
women left without men on the home front and on the farmsteads, 
and the steady escalation and indoctrination to induce what the Ger- 
man historian Adelheid von Saldern has defined as the “pronatalist 
racial welfare state,” as exemplified in the “Glaube und Schénheit” 
program, among others.!*° 

Mature German women left behind by their men after Septem- 
ber 1939 at first accepted their fate of loneliness and sexual depriva- 
tion with equanimity and then increasingly turned to lovers, such as 
prisoners-of-war or, less frequently, other German soldiers returning 
from the fronts on furlough. Their affairs with POWs or, more com- 
monly in the countryside, with conscripted foreigners working as farm 
hands, became widespread. Among these men, Poles were the most 
ubiquitous and also the most dangerous to be caught with (the men 
were always hanged after the act); Frenchmen were sought after for 
what was considered a refined sexual technique, and Italians were only 
slightly less popular.'8? A German woman, married or not, who was 
convicted of an affair with a foreigner usually was imprisoned, often 
in a concentration camp such as Ravensbriick, while in villages, ac- 
cording to medieval custom, many had their heads publicly shaved.!”° 
Extramarital affairs with soldiers, mostly in cities, were looked upon 
less harshly and often depended, for a solution, on the attitude of the 
duped husband (if he returned from the war alive). Nonetheless, mar- 
riages were breaking down at a record rate.'?! It reflects the male- 
chauvinist character of the Nazi Reich that German men caught 
sleeping with Polish servant girls received incomparably milder treat- 
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ment: males could receive a reprimand, while the Polish girls landed in 
concentration camps.!” 

Many of these sexually experienced women—sometimes sisters or 
even mothers—were models for BDM girls. It is not hard to imagine 
how sexual desire and experience would be rife among girls’ groups in 
wartime Germany. By 1940, BDM members in the Ermland area pre- 
ferred affairs with conscripted Polish laborers and prisoners of war; in 
the Upper Danube region, work-drafted Czechs, Poles, and Bulgarians 
were the chosen paramours. In the Thuringian countryside near Halle 
a sixteen-year-old girl, together with her girlfriend, had herself locked 
into a Polish POW camp. “She did nude dancing and had sexual inter- 
course with several men.”!?? By early 1942, after the Wehrmacht had 
attacked Russia and the first Soviet prisoners were brought into the 
Reich, they were preferred for sex around Berlin, second only to the 
Poles; all Slavs were thought to be exotic.!*4 Two sixteen-year-old girls 
in a small town near Munich entertained French POWs, who were 
employed in shops next to their own; the trysting place was a wooden 
shack near the prisoners’ camp.!?? For much of 1942, another Bavarian 
eighteen-year-old had sex regularly with a French POW who was help- 
ing out on a farm; this girl had been sexually active since she was four- 
teen and well into the BDM.!”° There was mounting evidence for such 
incidents until 1944, when a subordinate of Bormann’s exclaimed, 
probably in mock surprise, that “even BDM girls had carried on with 
aliens.” 1?” 

Often these girls had earlier been sexual partners of German sol- 
diers, or had been in multiple relationships, and knew how to play 
foreigners against Germans for best advantage. In 1943 one seventeen- 
year-old, working off her mandatory year in a household, was told by a 
Wehrmacht soldier wooing her that German men were just as good in 
bed as Frenchmen. But she stunned him with the reply that her French- 
man knew exactly where to touch her all over and that she had come to 
expect “full satisfaction.”!°8 If foreign men were exotic and ravishing 
especially to simpler country girls, philandering German soldiers 
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appealed to the more sophisticated, patriotic maidens, particularly in 
the large cities, and the dashing officers among them were often seen as 
nothing less than gods. Hitler Youths attending Gymnasium at the 
time recall that especially in more well-to-do circles, comely girls 
dreamed of handsome officers in uniform and more often than not 
became their prizes, leaving their jealous comrades with short pants in 
the dust.!°? Many of these casual sexual encounters were the result of 
those comfort letters that BDM girls had been exhorted to write to the 
men at the fronts; the girls then became “comfort women” as the men 
visited on furlough in hotels.?°° Soldiers as well as anyone in Germany 
knew about the changing reputation of the Bund Deutscher Madel, 
whose acronym, BDM, popularly came to stand for Bund Deutscher 
Matratzen (League of German Mattresses) or Bubi Driick Mich (Come 
on Boy, Press Me Hard). 

If BDM teenagers did not meet their soldier lovers through prior 
correspondence, they encountered them daily among civilians on the 
home front. In early 1940, after she had seen an older man platonically 
a few times before he became a candidate for officer training, one girl 
confided to her diary: “When he bid me goodbye by kissing my hand, 
he said—and I am sure he was sincere—that he enjoyed having met 
me and that he was hoping to see me again. Momentarily, that is my 
greatest wish as well. Being so much in love perhaps may be terrible, 
but I don’t care that he is married (that is: I am actually sorry that he 
is). Still, this does not render him ‘taboo’ for me. He could have kissed 
me, I was longing for that.”*°! Deprived of many of the more usual 
pleasures and satisfactions of peacetime life, young girls were suscep- 
tible to the attentions and desires of lonely men. 

More daring girls went to the local train station to be picked up by a 
soldier for a one-night stand. This widespread phenomenon all across 
Germany became a social problem of the highest order as the war 
dragged on and fewer men were available to sexually satisfy a growing 
contingent of women left alone at home. BDM girls knew they had an 
advantage over older and, particularly, married women, because they 
were young and unattached, and in their uniform they could move 
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about quite freely under the guise of official duties. Soldiers got to 
know this situation well and ruthlessly took advantage of it, to the 
point where authorities were charging them with gross irresponsibility, 
indecency, and rape. Wehrmacht personnel quartered in youth hostels 
across the country for longer terms, apart from the regular barracks, 
exacerbated the situation. Girls as young as twelve hung around these 
residences and threw themselves at the soldiers, using lines such as: 
“Dont worry, you can go with me, I am already sixteen.” In some 
places such as the town of Dachau, park benches and adjoining lawns 
were notoriously occupied by soldiers and their teenage consorts, and 
every spot was littered with condoms. As a result of such promiscuity, 
illegal pregnancies increased further, and so did cases of venereal dis- 
ease.”°* Because the BDM, as well as somewhat older RAD girls, often 
accepted small gifts and even money from men, authorities were 
inclined to speak of “covert prostitution.”*" Indeed, reports from 
Berlin as early as 1941 indicated that the red-light districts were disap- 
pearing, as professional whores were being pushed out of their jobs by 
BDM amateurs.” All this constituted a particularly unseemly aspect 
of the Nazi militarization of German society, the ideals of which had 
been preached at length to the boys in the HJ. 

As the more perceptive girls would have been able to tell, sexual 
exploitation pervaded the HJ itself. A report from the summer of 1940 
tells about a HJ-Bannfiihrer, high up in the hierarchy, whose Streifen- 
dienst was raiding a small hotel: “There are two beds in the room, each 
containing a couple. Naked . . . In the other rooms the situation is very 
similar. Everywhere the SRD has surprised young couples. In one 
room there are even twelve straw mattresses.”*”> RAD maidens kept in 
work camps were especially susceptible to sexual temptations by HJ 
boys stationed in surrounding, similar establishments.7°° However, all 
BDM girls were easy prey for boys in the HJ, with the females fre- 
quently taking the initiative.?°” 

During the second half of the war, young women appear to have suf- 
fered the highest incidence of venereal disease in the entire civilian 
population.7°8 At that time, the proverbially loose morals of the BDM 
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in the Third Reich made all of its members into obvious targets, even 
for Party officials, who thought the girls were theirs for the taking.?” 
Rather than emancipation vis-a-vis males, which can either precede or 
follow sexual freedom, this exploitation symbolized the subjugation of 
young females to the twisted value system of the male-supremacist 
Nazi rulers. There were only a very few girls who were strong enough 
to resist what they experienced in the Hitler Youth in a serious way, 
and one of them known to have done so paid for her courage with her 
life. She was a former BDM leader from Ulm, and her name was 


Sophie Scholl. 


Dissid Rebels 


Dissidence in Hitler’s Germany was the exception. Despite an occa- 
sional lack of structural cohesiveness, an extremely well organized 
Hitler Youth mobilized the great majority of Hitler’s young subjects 
toward Nazi ends. It is against the background of this all-encompassing 
youth recruitment that rebellious actions, mostly on the part of coura- 
geous individuals and groups, appear so dramatic. 

The story of the German resistance to Hitler has often been told, 
beginning with a classic account by Hans Rothfels, printed by H. Reg- 
nery, a right-wing American publisher, in 1948. Rothfels was a con- 
verted Jew who had to emigrate to England and then the United States 
from Germany in August 1939, two weeks before the war broke out. 
Until his return to Tiibingen in 1951, he taught at Brown and the Uni- 
versity of Chicago. Significantly, he had included for treatment in his 
original volume only groups and individuals he deemed to be worthy 
traitors of the Third Reich, ideally conservatives and those associated 
with the attempt on Hitler’s life on July 20, 1944. The Bielefeld histo- 
rian Hans-Ulrich Wehler, who as a German youth was almost killed by 
Allied bombers during the final months of the war, observed that in 
Rothfels’s view “the resistance was dominated by members of the old 
upper stratum—the officer corps, senior civil servants, and the clergy.” 
Rothfels himself, who had lost a leg during patriotic service in World 
War I, was politically a reactionary. Before his forced emigration he 
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had condemned the Peace of Versailles, and, as a conservative, had 
been a staunch enemy of the Weimar Republic. He had advocated 
volkisch expansion in the East and had in fact hoped that he could stay 
in Nazi Germany after some kind of accommodation to the new 
regime. Thus in his 1948 book, which served as self-justification and 
legitimation for the German ultra-conservative establishment, mar- 
ginal groups that resisted Hitler were not mentioned. These would 
have included high-minded but unorganized individuals, adherents to 
religious sects such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, members of the political 
left, and a large number of young people. It is significant that Hans 
and Sophie Scholl of the White Rose resistance group in Munich made 
their appearance only on one page of his book, even though they 
quickly attained the status of icons in the historiography of resistance 
to the Third Reich, in the judgment of more progressive authors.! 
Rothfels’s original argument in 1948 was that the Third Reich had 
been such an evil monolith that resistance was well-nigh impossible, 
and where it did occur, it was tantamount to the highest form of hero- 
ism. Such an undifferentiated view put no stock in the possibility that 
more modest figures might have attempted resistance, that their resis- 
tance might sometimes have been on a smaller scale than political or 
military opposition, and that the everyday dysfunctionality of Hitler’s 
regime invited attitudes and acts along a broad spectrum from dis- 
agreement to implacable defiance. This is not to deny the difficulties 
inherent in non-Nazi-aligned behavior. As the Canadian historian 
Robert Gellately has persuasively shown, even though the police appa- 
ratus of the Third Reich may have been deficient or too small, there 
were plenty of ordinary Nazis ready to turn in their neighbors on a 
daily basis and for the slightest of infractions—to the point where a 
Gestapo was hardly necessary.? That ever-present danger is under- 
scored by a recent recollection of George Wittenstein, once a close 
friend of Hans Scholl and himself a member of the White Rose in 
Munich, who writes: “I witnessed an illustrative incident in a movie 
theater: During the newsreel—which always showed Hitler—the 
Gestapo suddenly arrived and arrested a man two rows ahead of me. 
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He likely had made a derogatory remark about Hitler, which was over- 
heard by someone who instantly reported him .. . There simply was 
no way of communicating safely.”* 

And yet there were youth in the Third Reich who decided to break 
ranks. Some were members of the Hitler Youth, but others never even 
bothered to join and instead opted for nonconformity or sabotage of 
one kind or another. Some were members of the White Rose, and 
some were paracriminal juveniles. Did the latter act in opposition to 
the regime because they had a criminal disposition, or were they crimi- 
nalized by a regime that chose to define deviant behavior in such a way 
as to entrap them? That the Nazis simply labeled them deviant is sug- 
gested by the savagery with which the leadership struck at them in the 
final years of the war. However, this savagery could equally have been a 
manifestation of furious despair, after the regime’s leaders realized that 
their claim to the total control of youth was harder to achieve than 
they had at first imagined. The youth who were to be the next genera- 
tion’s Nazi elite were not a monolithic cadre committed to the Fiihrer. 
There were some who dissented. 


The Varieties of Dissidence 


Individual withdrawal from the Hitler Youth in peace or war consti- 
tuted an important form of dissidence in the Third Reich, although it 
hardly ever endangered the institution’s monopoly. However, loosely 
organized groups of dissenters caused the HJ to worry that the spirit of 
opposition could be spread far and wide. On the one hand, the HJ had 
reason to fear organizations that were remnants of the republican past, 
which it thought it had neutralized, but which were reappearing again. 
On the other, there were signs of new group formations that tended to 
move beyond the HJ’s control. Adherents to such dissenting groups 
might still be formally incorporated in the Hitler Youth, but they 
tended to miss meetings often. Others had already been expelled, and 
some had never joined. 

The first category of officially suppressed youth consisted of those 
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who belonged to groups that had for the most part surrendered their 
existence to the state monopoly early on, but who continued to main- 
tain illegal offshoots. Nostalgic for the individual liberties they had 
enjoyed before Hitler came to power, they bore names invoking the 
Weimar period and usually harkened back to the traditions and prac- 
tices of the Béindische Jugend, or Eberhard Koebel’s Communist- 
inspired Deutsche Jungenschaft, or Catholic youth leagues, or a ro- 
manticized and fuzzy combination of some or all of these. The main 
thing was that to varying degrees they had been and continued to 
be anti-Nazi. In June 1935 an athletic association, calling itself Turn- 
verein Burg-Lesum, was detected by the police near Bremen. During 
the Whitsunday weekend they had gone camping dressed in garb typi- 
cal of the Biindische Jugend, such as blue shirts, white stockings, blue 
pants, and blue jackets. Clashes with the HJ were feared, and so the 
police and Hitler Youth collaborated in disbanding this group.* 
Similar groups, including some with female members, were main- 
tained all over Germany; some persisted even into the war years. In 
Leipzig and Berlin a Jungenschaft chapter coalesced around Horst 
Vanja and lasted until 1942. They, too, planned hiking weekends; they 
wore characteristic hiking dress and took along mandolins to accom- 
pany songs by Bertolt Brecht and Russian Cossack melodies, and 
books to read by censored authors such as Ricarda Huch and the early 
Weimar youth movement mentor, Stefan George. Politically, the spec- 
trum of youth groups ranged from Communism to liberal democracy 
to the Catholic Center of Heinrich Briining, one of the Republic’s last 
chancellors. Another clique that had originated around Frankfurt, the 
Orden der Pachanten, had no less than fifty members. Its tradition was 
that of the Nerother Bund, which had long been forbidden by the 
Nazis.’ This group and another Frankfurt group named Biindischer 
Selbstschutz hiked to secret camp sites as far away as Berlin, Bremen, 
and Nuremberg in defiance of Nazi rules. They were kept alive by 
apprentices, many from the graphics trade, who supported and joined 
their activities. The Don Cossack male choir, which gave concerts 
across Europe to some of these youths, symbolized freedom of expres- 
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sion and spirit against the totalitarianism of the Third Reich and the 
Soviet Union. Yet another group that stood outside the HJ was the 
Schwarze Schar in Berlin, which managed to hold a camp meeting on 
the Baltic island of Riigen in 1938 and whose male members kept in 
contact with one another even while serving in the Wehrmacht.° In 
spring 1939 the Gestapo spotted similar groups around Munich, 
which they could not name but were able to identify by their strange 
outfits, often with “laughable headdress”; without a moment's hesita- 
tion, the policemen earmarked these groups “as a danger for the state 
youth.”” Even in Vienna in 1940 and thereafter, several hundred 
biindische youths rapturously attended Don Cossack choir concerts 
before they were interrogated and imprisoned by the secret police.® 

On the Roman Catholic side, the oppositional Graue Orden (Gray 
Order) was founded in 1934, at a time when Catholic youth organiza- 
tions were already heavily under fire. The group seems to have had at 
least 150 members in 1936, mostly from West and Southwest Ger- 
many. In 1934 they hiked to Lapland, and in 1936 to Montenegro. 
Although they behaved like the biindisch youth, and carried similar 
paraphernalia such as the peaked Kote tent which had been proscribed 
by the HJ, they were much more interested in spiritual content. They 
read texts by the Catholic theologian Romano Guardini and the Jewish 
philosopher Martin Buber. In January 1938, eighteen of their mem- 
bers were arrested by the Gestapo, but during their subsequent trial for 
subversion they were freed because of a general amnesty in celebration 
of the Anschluss with Austria.’ 

Considerably more risky was the behavior in Bruchsal in the Baden 
region of a Catholic Gymnasium student group named Christopher, 
which in May 1941 was being led by Wilhelm Eckert. On the twelfth 
of that month the Gestapo caught him red-handed in his parents’ 
house with a copying machine, used for the manufacture of a pro- 
Catholic, anti-Nazi group letter intended for soldiers at the front. This 
was after Baldur von Schirach’s compulsory Youth Ordinance of 
March 1939, and so the members of Eckert’s group, who had avoided 
the HJ, were expelled from Gymnasium and their parents punished. 
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Franz Schmitt, a mentoring priest to the group, was apprehended and 
later executed in the aftermath of the anti-Hitler July 1944 putsch. 
Eckert himself received a comparatively mild sentence of eight months 
in prison. Upon his release he was to be conscripted for work in Occu- 
pied Ukraine, but he preferred to join the Wehrmacht, and there he 
died as a soldier during a battle in Sicily in July 1943.1° 

Walter Klingenbeck, a Munich mechanic’s apprentice, age sixteen in 
May 1940, fared worse. Over the radio he had heard about the massive 
destruction of Rotterdam at the hands of German troops invading 
Holland. By 1941, he had gathered around him a number of equally 
outraged young Catholics, formerly from Catholic youth groups like 
his own, St. Ludwig. At first they listened to enemy radio stations, 
which could have cost them their lives even then, but later they printed 
and duplicated flyers with slogans such as “Down with Hitler,” and 
they painted the British victory symbol “V” on Munich residences. In 
1941 and 1942, they assembled three radio transmitters and did a trial 
broadcasting of anti-Nazi propaganda. The police got to Klingenbeck 
and two of his friends in early 1942. The friends were sent to the peni- 
tentiary, but Klingenbeck was beheaded in Munich’s Stadelheim prison 
in August of 1943." 

Given the irreconcilable differences between Nazis and Catholics on 
core issues of dogma and ideology, it is not surprising to find the rem- 
nants of Catholic youth groups so persistent even after official pro- 
scription. The Protestant youth tended to be much more tame and 
accommodating. But even among the Protestant youths there were 
some who dared to stray from the official path. In February 1939 in 
Rothenburg ob der Tauber, Protestant HJ and BDM members orga- 
nized themselves, with the help of their church, in an illegal group, 
which local Nazi officials urged be disbanded.'? And in November 
1940 Augsburg’s HJ leadership criticized get-togethers of Protestant 
youths in church-owned buildings in nearby Lechhausen for more 
than two hours every Saturday, a prime time during which the HJ itself 
would schedule major events. ! 

The last of the former youth leagues who attempted independence 
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or considered resistance to the Third Reich were the Marxist ones. In 
addition to illegal hiking trips, they discussed Karl Marx, Commu- 
nism, the Soviet Union, and possibly active resistance in secret meet- 
ings.!4 A Schwarze Schar, or Black Band, originated illegally in Berlin 
in January 1934. Its leader was Heinz Steurich, “Jonny” to his friends. 
Steurich offered a roof for other “red leagues” to congregate under: 
Rote Pfadfinder, Rote Jungpioniere, Turnverein Mariendorf. Until many 
of their members were caught in 1937, these leagues organized hikes 
and, during the Olympic Games in summer 1936, attempted to make 
contact with foreign youth representatives. The Schwarze Schar even 
conducted rifle training at a shooting range, although it does not seem 
to have been overtly conspiratorial. Nevertheless, one leader, Rudolf 
Wernicke, or “Ajax,” committed suicide during the Gestapo raids of 
1937. Some members of this group survived in a loose network until 
May of 1945.'° A similar group of fifteen young Marxists, previously 
tied to the Sozialistische Arbeiterjugend, was broken up in Bremen in 
November of 1938 and their members, two of them girls, were put 
behind bars. 

Some dissenting youths in the German Reich had not been orga- 
nized earlier, but had found each other and then collaborated in the 
interest of acommon goal, which was hatred of the Nazi system and its 
large, odious youth cohorts. One such group existed in Vienna, led by 
the Gymnasium student Josef Landgraf. He was only fourteen when 
the Anschluss occurred in March 1938, and even though we do not 
know how he had been socialized as a child in the Austrofascist system 
of Engelbert Dollfuss and Kurt von Schuschnigg, it is certain that it 
did not take him long to develop a dislike of the new regime. At first a 
member of the Hitler Youth, he soon avoided its meetings and drills 
altogether. Unusually mature for his age, he gathered around him 
other students, three of whom were put on trial alongside Landgraf for 
treason in late summer 1942. 

Landgraf and his friends had been listening to the BBC even before 
the war and had collected newspaper clippings about Churchill, Roo- 
sevelt, and Anthony Eden because they saw them as guarantors of 
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world peace. By autumn 1941 they were authoring anti-Nazi texts and 
distributing them in flyers. Hitler, “The Bloody,” and his paladins were 
depicted as rapacious world conquerors, bent on subjugating other 
nations, including of course Austria. Adverse military news from 
enemy broadcasts and anti-Hitler jokes completed Landgraf’s leaflets. 
In one of these, directed toward Austrian farmers, he wrote: “Do you 
want to deliver your crops to market so that Géring and his cronies can 
become even fatter?” Another said: “Copy this flyer and help us en- 
lighten the others! Turn only to good and reliable friends! You must 
convince the undecided by handing them the flyer in such a way that 
they cannot recognize it was you!” The sheets were sent to others by 
mail or were distributed in the streets or near buildings. A fellow stu- 
dent and a suspicious teacher, who later testified against him, betrayed 
Landgraf and his friends to the Gestapo. He was apprehended on Sep- 
tember 20, 1941.!° Landgraf was condemned to death but later was 
pardoned. 

These activities demonstrated a great deal of courage and idealism, 
especially for so young a fighter. Helmuth Hiibener, a Hamburg youth 
from a Mormon family, was similarly motivated. Only seventeen years 
old, he was a clerk in the civil service when he was executed after a trial 
by the infamous People’s Court on October 27, 1942. Even though he 
was a Mormon, it is not certain how much his religion had to do with 
his anti-Nazi attitude, because Mormons in Germany were law-and- 
order people who were generally pro-Hitler.'’ Hiibener, too, got 
together with three friends, listened to enemy broadcasts, and distrib- 
uted what he had heard through leaflets. Among these was one with a 
message to the HJ: “German Boys! Do you know the country without 
freedom, the land of terror and tyranny? Well, you know what it is 
all right, it’s just that you do not wish to say it. They have already op- 
pressed you to the point where you don’t dare any more, for fear of 
punishment. Yes, you are right, it is Germany, Hitler-Germany.”'® 

In a similar manner the Berlin publisher Wolf Jobst Siedler, at age 
seventeen, got together with Ernst Jiinger, the son of the famous novel- 
ist of the same name, whose trench novels from the Great War were 
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then studied in Nazi elite schools.!? Jiinger and Siedler had long been 
friends in a Gymnasium class in Berlin, where Siedler’s father, critical 
of Hitler, moved in industrialist circles. Ernst Jiinger Sr. was posted to 
the Wehrmacht in Occupied Paris; a self-professed non-Nazi of dubi- 
ous fascist distinction, he still adhered to elitist ideas of a handpicked 
Spartan caste.”? His son and Wolf Jobst in November 1943 were part 
of a group of auxiliary cannoneers (Flakhelfer), all Berlin classmates, at 
an airport on the North Sea island of Spiekeroog. “The two of us 
founded a group to oppose the Hitler Youth at our boarding school,” 
Siedler recalls. “We also discussed what would happen if the war was 
lost.” Young Ernst, who according to Siedler shared his father’s dislike 
of vulgar mob rule, wrote, for others to read: “This war will never be 
ended unless an assassination attempt on Hitler succeeds. As long as 
Hitler is alive, there will never be an armistice.” And: “When Hitler is 
hanged, I will personally walk barefoot from Berlin to Potsdam to help 
pull on the rope.” Siedler and Jiinger listened to enemy radio stations 
and then disseminated what they heard. The group was exposed by a 
spy in their midst, and Siedler and Jiinger had to stand trial in January 
1944. A military court sentenced them to a term in prison, but eventu- 
ally both ended up as soldiers at the Italian front. Here Ernst was delib- 
erately put at risk by his superiors, and he was killed by a bullet to his 
head, near Carrara, early in January 1945. Siedler suffered a kinder 
fate: an explosion that injured his left hand resulted in a lengthy stay in 
the hospital, which undoubtedly saved his life.*! 

Jiinger and Siedler had derived much of their resentment against the 
Third Reich and its youth movement through first-hand experience 
with Hitler’s military machine. This was also the case with the male 
members of the Munich-based White Rose resistance group; at the 
same time its female members had to accept at face value alarming sto- 
ries about the Wehrmacht and SS which they heard from their brothers 
and boyfriends. Of these young women, Sophie Scholl was by far the 
most important. But as a teenager, Sophie too had been in the Hitler 
Youth. “Sophie at that time was very enthusiastic, very fanatically in 
favor of National Socialism.” So reports Eva Amann, who at the age of 
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twelve was in the BDM of Ulm when Sophie, the sister of Hans, Inge, 
Werner, and Elisabeth Scholl, was a leader of the Jungmiadel, the BDM 
cadre under Jutta Riidiger consisting of girls aged ten to fourteen. Back 
then, in 1936, Sophie was fifteen. Although in most respects she was 
an enthusiastic BDM girl like the others, in some ways she was differ- 
ent from the other girl leaders; she wore her hair short and took the 
socialism in Nazism seriously by distributing the food rations during 
BDM hikes painstakingly evenly. “Sophie always liked to sing ballads, 
very heroic ballads. They dealt with Siegfried, who carried the gold 
from the heath.” She accompanied herself on the guitar, and the atmo- 
sphere was romantic, with a campfire. “Yes, Sophie was very romantic 
and idealistic and also fanatic.” She loved exercising her girls while 
marching: “Left, two, three . . . that was really dashing.””” 

The graphic artist Orl Aicher, then a classmate of Sophie’s younger 
brother Werner, remembers Sophie from their shared adolescence in 
Ulm. “She leaned her head back a bit, blinked against the disappearing 
sun and walked with her hip a tad forward, her feet somewhat apart.” 
In contrast to her sister Inge, tall and four years her senior, Sophie was 
diffident and indulged an almost extreme physical and mental rigor- 
ousness. “She had a straight intellect and could catch up quickly,” says 
Aicher. Sophie was certain the invasion of the Western Allies was 
imminent when she talked with Aicher at the end of 1942; Aicher was 
a soldier home on furlough, and they both anticipated a catastrophe 
at Stalingrad.”? By that time Sophie was receiving letters from her 
boyfriend, twenty-five-year-old Wehrmacht Captain Fritz Hartnagel, 
who informed her of the desperate situation around the doomed city 
before he was flown out. He wrote about “thousands of fugitives, 
women and small children and old men without shelter or food,” and 
that he had assisted one old man, scarcely able to walk, as well as a 
young woman.” Already in April 1940 Sophie, nineteen years old and 
in her last year at the Ulm Gymnasium, had written: “Sometimes I 
shudder because of the war, and all hope for a better future is leaving 
me. I just do not wish to think about it, but soon there will be nothing 
more than politics, and as long as that is so confounded and so evil, it 
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would be cowardly to turn one’s back on it.” Sophie was at that time 
still a leader in the BDM.” 

Sophie’s brother Hans, born in 1918, was tall and handsome in a 
manner more immediately striking than his pretty, inner-directed sis- 
ter. Aicher admired him deeply, although some of Hans’s friends, while 
not denying his charisma, thought him “self-serving, filled with a sense 
of his own importance” and manipulative of people.*° “He thought 
when he talked,” remembers Aicher. “His was a rhetorical existence, 
dialogue as well as dialectics. Insights came to him as to a constantly 
turning spotlight on a beacon.” He was “always radiating, always 
receptive. This technique invariably placed him in the center, even 
when he did not wish it.” Like Inge, whom some remember as a much 
tougher BDM superior than Sophie, Hans was seen as a born leader, 
with an aura of natural authority for his friends.?” 

Like Sophie and Inge, Hans had been a junior chief in the Ulm HJ. 
When he joined the Hitler Youth in 1933, he did so, at the time, in 
protest against his father’s thoroughly democratic convictions. Hans 
was then calling his father, Robert Scholl, a former Swabian small- 
town mayor and civic administrator, a “reactionary.” Soon Hans 
became “an enthusiastic standard bearer.” He carried the flag, repre- 
senting 4,000 Ulm Hitler Youths, at the nearby Nuremberg Party rally 
in September 1935—the one at which the noxious Race Laws were 
promulgated. Significantly, this marked Hans’s departure from Nazi 
ideals. He began to resent the pronounced militarism, the overt racism, 
the victimization of the weak. When a higher HJ leader was bullying a 
younger lad who could not hold the banner straight, Hans boiled over 
and hit the older boy in the face. In 1937 Hans joined one of the for- 
bidden resurgent biindische groups, the d.j. 1.11 with secret ties to the 
exiled Eberhard Koebel.?8 At the end of the year he was arrested, in the 
wake of the police ordinances prohibiting such gatherings. Even Inge 
and Hans’s younger brother Werner came under suspicion and spent 
weeks as a guest of the Gestapo, while Sophie was screened and quickly 
released. As a fresh volunteer for the Wehrmacht, Hans too won his 
freedom before long. In April 1939 he began to study medicine in 
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Munich, and in 1940 he was in a medical student company as an 
orderly with the advancing troops in France. By that time his opposi- 
tion to the regime had clearly crystallized.”? 

The four other members of what was to become the active core of 
the White Rose resistance group were Willi Graf (b. 1918), Alexander 
Schmorell (b. 1917), Christoph Probst (b. 1919), and Jiirgen (later 
George) Wittenstein (b. 1919), all of them friends and colleagues of 
Hans Scholl as university students of medicine. Wittenstein’s rich in- 
dustrialist mother had already smuggled a Jewish woman into Switzer- 
land, from her country estate on Lake Constance.*° Originally from 
Saarbriicken, Graf had been in the Catholic youth movement of the 
Republic and after 1933 was one of those German boys who stead- 
fastly refused to join the Hitler Youth. Instead, in 1936 he became a 
member of the Gray Order, until it was extinguished in 1938. Graf was 
then studying medicine in Bonn, but he remained equally interested in 
history, philosophy, and theology. From June 1941 to April 1942 he 
served at the Russian front. After witnessing German war crimes at 
first hand, he wrote: “The war, especially here in the East, leads me to 
see things which are so terrible as I could never have thought possible.” 
He was posted to Munich in spring 1942 to enable a completion of his 
medical course of studies.*! 

Schmorell had a German physician father, who was born in Russia 
and returned to Germany after the October Revolution, and a Russian 
mother who was the daughter of an Orthodox priest. After his mother 
died, his father began practicing medicine in Munich. Alexander 
learned fluent Russian from his nanny, Nanja, and was raised in the 
Russian Orthodox faith. When the group of biindisch youth he be- 
longed to was conflated with the HJ, Schmorell withdrew immedi- 
ately. He was something of a roamer, wandering around by himself and 
seeking new and strange friendships, often communing over jugs of 
wine with vagrants. Much like Hans Scholl, Schmorell was what the 
Hitler Youth coveted as “leadership material”: he was a first-rate swim- 
mer and fencer who also played the piano and sketched and turned 
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into an expert sculptor. Wittenstein today calls him “a multifaceted 
and multigifted artist at heart.”** But such an individualist had prob- 
lems subordinating himself to the Wehrmacht, which he tried to leave 
once drafted, in 1938. While still in training he met up with the med- 
ical student Jiirgen Wittenstein, one of the few White Rose survivors 
and today a distinguished thoracic surgeon in southern California. 
Schmorell himself began his medical studies in 1939, and in the fall of 
1940 was a medical student at the University of Munich. 

Christoph Probst’s father was a passionate private scholar of Sanskrit 
with ample money and time, who lived in Zell near Berchtesgaden. 
Eventually Christoph was sent to a Gymnasium in Munich, where he 
met Schmorell. He too remained aloof from the HJ but, like Scholl 
and Graf, showed no interest in any of the illegal or secret groups. 
Probst tried to overcome his revulsion against the Reich’s labor and 
military service by immersing himself in art, literature, and music. 
He began his medical studies in Munich out of a general love of 
humankind, and specifically out of hostility to the euthanasia program 
of the Nazis, to which, as many Germans were becoming aware, the 
mentally and physically infirm were increasingly falling victim after 
1939. He was the only one of the five main principals in the White 
Rose who, at the time of their arrest in February 1943, was married 
and had children.°? 

In the fall of 1941 Otl Aicher informed Hans Scholl of the written 
protests by Clemens Graf Galen, the Catholic Bishop of Miinster, 
against Hitler’s euthanasia campaign. Letters and flyers with such con- 
tents had been dropped into people’s mailboxes in Ulm, which was in 
the vicinity of the killing centers at Grafeneck and Kaufbeuren. They 
originated with three Gymnasium students, one of whom, Hans 
Hirzel, knew the Scholls. This was the first time that Hans Scholl com- 
mented on the expediency of owning a print duplication machine.“ 
By early 1942, in Munich, the medical students were already active, 
preparing their resistance flyers. Hans reluctantly initiated his sister 
Sophie into his circle only after her urging, when she joined him in 
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Munich in May to take up the study of biology and philosophy. 
Between June and July, the first four of a total of six Weisse Rose flyers 
were sent out to the students in the university.*° 

Soon afterward, the medical student company with Hans Scholl and 
his friends was ordered to leave for the eastern front, to work as auxil- 
iary physicians right behind the lines. Passing through Poland, they 
were appalled by the treatment of the population and what they saw of 
the abuse of the Jews. Utterly shocked, Wittenstein photographed the 
victims of the Warsaw Ghetto. These German medical students were 
impressed by Russia because of the simplicity of the peasants, the nos- 
talgia of their folk songs (just as the Cossacks had impressed the 
Weimar youth movement), and the expansive landscape in which they 
sensed the Russian soul. Dostoyevsky became their quintessential 
author, as he had been for earlier generations of pro-Russian Germans. 
Schmorell, who with his knowledge of the language and of the mental- 
ity of the people was able to arrange meetings with the peasants, fur- 
ther advanced this idealization of Russia. This romance with Russia 
was in stark contrast to the human tragedies of pain and death which 
the medical students had to cope with in the field hospitals. At the end 
of August, Scholl wrote that he could hear the moaning of his 
wounded patients day and night, and neither music, nor Dostoyevsky, 
could help him get over it. Small, simple acts of kindness, whenever 
possible, helped to ease the young men’s own pain from day to day. 
When Scholl met an old, suffering Jew in a work detail, he handed him 
his entire tobacco rations, and Schmorell risked court-martial after he 
chided a Wehrmacht soldier who had beaten a Soviet prisoner to a 
pulp. Wittenstein took pictures of “some of the horrors: shot-down 
Russian planes, willfully desecrated churches and icons.” And he saw 
“trucks crowded with people disappear into a forest, heard rifle shots, 
and saw the trucks return empty.” In a train on their way back home, 
the group of medical students sang anti-Nazi songs, unmolested. Their 
mood was one of invincibility and soaring hope as they returned to 
Munich in November 1942.°° 

By that time, there existed a loose circle of more mature friends 
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who were supporting the Scholl group spiritually and psychologically. 
Probably the most important of these was Professor Carl Muth, a left- 
leaning Catholic writer and scholar whose journal Hochland had been 
prohibited by the Nazis in 1941. Although Hans Scholl himself was 
Protestant, Graf and Probst and a few others in the outer circle were 
Catholics. During the summer of 1942, Scholl catalogued Muth’s 
extensive library and had many heart-to-heart conversations with the 
older man. In spring 1942 Scholl met the architect Manfred Eicke- 
meyer, who confided in him what he had seen in Occupied Poland, 
where he had supervised construction work. Eickemeyer told Scholl of 
“shootings by the SS of Poles and Russians,” and, since he had gotten 
around quite a bit, of “how the Germans had carried on there.” 
Another influential mentor was the philosopher Theodor Haecker, 
who had written about human nature and had been silenced by the 
authorities in 1935. Haecker conveyed to Scholl that the current suf- 
fering of the Jews was due to Germans in their capacity as Christians 
and represented true evil—perhaps not a strikingly original hypothesis, 
but one which impressed Hans deeply?” 

And then there was Kurt Huber. Born in 1893, he taught psychol- 
ogy at the university, but his formal training was in musicology and he 
was also very interested in philosophy. His specialty was Bavarian 
musical folklore. This had probably made him fall in line with the 
Nazis easily after their assumption of power. In 1935-36 Huber 
wanted to help found a “German School of Folk Music and Dance” in 
Munich, to counter “the champions of Marxist tendencies and Jewish 
products.” He was interested in music to be played by laymen and folk 
dance “in the spirit of National Socialist weltanschauung.” Toward 
that end, he wished to enlist the aid of the Hitler Youth.** At that time 
Huber believed in musicianship that was “rooted in the soil,” to retain 
the “purity of German folk art,” in the song of the fathers, “whose 
volkisch race was congenitally tied to our own.”*? Huber had moved to 
Berlin in 1938 to assume the direction of the newly created folk song 
archive, but had to return to Munich when he clashed with Nazi 
authorities over his professional future. As late as 1940 he had joined 
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the Nazi Party, probably to increase his chances for a full chair at the 
university, where he was teaching as a poorly paid adjunct professor. 
His ingrained Catholicism, his treatment at the hands of the authori- 
ties, and possibly a growing concern over what he cumulatively wit- 
nessed in the dictatorship slowly turned him into an enemy of the 
Third Reich. He certainly was opposed to the regime when he met the 
Scholls for the first time in July 1942, although it is still unclear exactly 
how altruistic his motives were then.“ An indication of his state of 
mind during this phase can be gathered from a lecture that Wittenstein 
heard him give on Spinoza. The seventeenth-century philosopher 
Benedict Spinoza was a Jew, and it was forbidden to teach his ideas. 
“But Professor Huber managed his lecture so brilliantly that it became 
evident that this ‘despised, decadent Jew’ was one of Germany’s most 
important philosophers.”4! 

In December of that year there was another important meeting 
between Huber and the White Rose group. The emblem of the White 
Rose was now on the flyers that were circulating. It had been taken 
from writings by the nineteenth-century romantic Clemens Brentano, 
who had composed songs of liberty against Napoleon, and it symbol- 
ized freedom of thought and expression. In January 1943, the most 
active month for the White Rose, Huber was an integral member of 
the group. More leaflets were prepared; they were sent off in the hun- 
dreds by mail and distributed in people’s mailboxes in the towns sur- 
rounding Munich, some as far away as Frankfurt and Vienna. Several 
thousand leaflets were placed in Munich itself. On the fourteenth of 
the month, Munich’s Gauleiter, Paul Giesler, asserted in a speech at the 
university that women were useless as students and thus “had better 
give a child to the Fihrer”; they could easily produce academic creden- 
tials in the form of one son a year. Those girls not attractive enough to 
find a boyfriend might be taken care of by his own adjutants. The 
crude import of his speech first provoked a riot among those students 
who had heard him in the lecture hall and then caused a larger distur- 
bance among the entire student body. The Gestapo arrested a few stu- 
dents but let them go after several days.” 
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Then came news of the German defeat at Stalingrad on February 2, 
1943. Against the background of the recent altercation with Giesler 
and the demonstration of student dissent, White Rose members felt 
certain that their own victory was not far away, and they became fool- 
hardy. For several nights they engaged in dangerous actions, painting 
slogans such as “Freedom,” “Down with Hitler,” and “Hitler mass 
murderer” as well as crossed-out swastikas on university walls and free 
spaces in the streets surrounding the massive main building.*? One 
incensed observer reported that they had used red paint to print those 
slogans on the sidewalks of the major thoroughfare, Ludwigstrasse.“ 
Wittenstein wrote similar graffiti in the restrooms of the university.*° 
The group then mass-manufactured a sixth flyer, which Huber actually 
conceived and wrote for them, in which he cleverly capitalized on the 
disaster of Stalingrad. On February 18, nearly two thousand copies of 
this flyer were distributed by Hans and Sophie Scholl in broad daylight 
throughout the university building on Ludwigstrasse and were thrown 
over the balcony of the inner, glass-covered light well. They were 
observed by a caretaker, who immediately took them to the university 
rector, Professor Walther Wiist, a Colonel in the SS and an intimate of 
Himmler’s. Wiist held the two in his office until the Gestapo came to 
take them away.*® Hans and Sophie Scholl together with Christoph 
Probst were tried before the People’s Court on February 22. Graf, 
Schmorell, and Huber followed a few months later. (Schmorell had 
tried to flee to Switzerland, but had been hindered by deep snow. A 
former girlfriend, Gisela Schertling, allegedly betrayed him after rec- 
ognizing him in a Munich air raid shelter.)*” The sentence for all 
was death by guillotine.“* When Hans put his head on the block, he 
shouted: “Long live freedom!” Sophie said to her parents, who had 
come to say good-bye from Ulm: “This will make waves.” But as 
courageous as her remarks were at the time, they were not prescient. 

The leaflets distributed by the White Rose in 1942 and early 1943 
are characterized by a mixture of high idealism and crass naiveté. But 
the contents of these flyers and the consequences of their fearless dis- 
tribution made these young Germans, most of whom had barely 
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graduated from the Hitler Youth, into the few true heroes of the 
unevenly organized resistance movement against the Nazi regime, 
from beginning to end.’ What stands out most clearly from the White 
Rose group’s proclamations is the clear characterization and condem- 
nation of tyranny, abhorred by civilized societies since the Enlighten- 
ment. “Nothing is less worthy of a cultured nation,” began the first 
flyer, “than to allow it to be ‘governed’ without protest by a clique of 
rulers who are dependent on irresponsible and dark drives.” In the sec- 
ond flyer it is astutely observed that, from the beginning, the Nazi 
movement was predicated on a need to defraud the citizens; always rot- 
ten to the bone, it was built on lies. This assertion was at odds with the 
widespread German belief, until about January 1945, that with all its 
faults, the Nazi movement was always salvageable because it had the 
virtuous Hitler at its center.*! Hans Scholl and his friends showed a 
healthy democratic sense when they urged, in the fifth flyer, that in the 
future, a viable Germany could only be based on a federal system as an 
integral part of a rejuvenated Europe. 

Also notable in the White Rose leaflets is the frequent allusion to 
German classical and romantic ideals and icons—in particular Goethe, 
Schiller, and Novalis, but also the universally adopted Aristotle and 
Lao-tzu. Such references are characteristically couched in the jargon of 
the German Bildungsbiirgertum, the humanistically educated intellec- 
tual elite, of which these young men and women would have been 
future members. In that spirit, the second flyer began: “It is impossible 
to take on National Socialism intellectually, because it is itself anti- 
intellectual.” In their last leaflet the group’s members identified them- 
selves shrewdly, using the National Socialists’) own terminology, as 
“workers of the brain,” and condemned the Hitler Youth, the SA, and 
the SS as primitives who for years had tried to anesthetize “the most 
formative educational years of our lives.” 

Alongside the western-humanist commitment, a strong religious 
conviction shines through these pages. “Christian and Occidental cul- 
ture” is a phrase that appears early in the first leaflet and is echoed 
throughout. The idea of a cleansing through suffering, the concept of 
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“guilt” or “shared guilt,” and that of “punishment” are key Christian 
notions. The Nazi state is identified as “the dictatorship of evil” and 
Hitler is likened to Satan, the fallen angel, and his mouth to “the stink- 
ing pharynx of hell.” A reference to “the fight against the demon, 
against the messenger of the anti-Christ” reflects the deep Catholic 
beliefs of approximately half of the White Rose core group. 

What renders the six leaflets ultimately persuasive are the succinct 
references to past and current crimes of the regime, those things that 
for all Germans were unspeakable, if they were known at all. The 
White Rose states that “since the conquest of Poland three hundred 
thousand Jews in that country have been murdered in the most bestial 
manner.” There is reference to the wholesale liquidation of the Polish 
intelligentsia and to the gruesomely onerous advance of the Wehr- 
macht on the eastern front, requiring the death of many German sol- 
diers. This is in contrast to the “hero’s death” of a husband, brother, or 
fiancé usually celebrated in the daily press, and for most Germans long 
a bitter cliché. In this regard, the leaflet of February 1943 is the most 
strongly worded, as it makes cutting allusions not only to the recent 
insult of the female university students by the prurient Giesler, but 
also, and more significantly, to the catastrophe at Stalingrad: “Thor- 
oughly shaken, our people is witnessing the destruction of the men of 
Stalingrad. Three-hundred-and-thirty thousand German men have 
been senselessly and irresponsibly hounded, to die and perish, on 
account of the brilliant strategy of that World War I corporal. Fiihrer, 
we thank you!” 

These observations and analyses cannot be outweighed by the few 
misconceptions or wrong judgments contained in those leaflets. Their 
authors might have been aware that it would be senseless, even coun- 
terproductive, to conjure up Goethe at a time when this quintessential 
German genius was appropriated (as was Beethoven)” to be cited 
when needed by Nazi ideologues and propagandists. (This was not so 
true of Goethe's friend Schiller, to whose universal cries for freedom, 
for instance in Wilhelm Tell, the Nazis could react phobically.)°> The 
White Rose conspirators were correct in describing the plight of the 
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Polish intelligentsia, but their claim that noble Polish girls had been 
shipped to Norwegian brothels for the SS was unsubstantiated. They 
also assumed incorrectly that the Nazis were financing their war econ- 
omy largely by printing paper money as needed, and they overesti- 
mated the slave-like labor of German industrial workers, who in fact 
were earning higher wages from increased armaments production. 
Scholl and his friends printed entreaties for “passive resistance” on the 
part of the entire population at a time when such resistance would be 
identified as active opposition punishable by death. Most naive, and at 
the same time most touching, was the repeated assurance that the 
Third Reich was near its end, that “the war is approaching its certain 
finale,” even that “the war is already lost.” Nothing could have been 
further from the truth, as several more German offensives against the 
Allies, and a second, more diffuse and morally much less credible resis- 
tance attempt against the regime in July 1944, were yet to show. 

The Munich White Rose had its support roots in Ulm, and sympa- 
thetic friends as far away as Hamburg, Freiburg, Saarbriicken, and Ber- 
lin. Orl Aicher, born in 1922 like his friend Werner Scholl, belonged 
to Ulm’s subversive subculture. Aicher had been idiosyncratic enough 
never to join the Hitler Youth (and consequently had been prevented 
from completing Gymnasium); as a teenager, he had been repeatedly 
nabbed by the police on charges of vagrancy.°4 Then there was the 
older Inge Scholl, who had chosen not to be a student in Munich and 
therefore, like Werner and Otl, was not implicated in the activities 
of early 1943.°° But all three were interrogated at the time by the 
Gestapo, although later released. Werner was reported as missing on 
the eastern front by that summer.*° Sophie’s close friend Susanne 
Hirzel, who moved between Ulm and Stuttgart, was also interrogated, 
and she and her brother Hans Hirzel, aged eighteen in summer 1943, 
were jailed for several months.*’ At the University of Hamburg, Hans 
Leipelt, who had a Jewish mother and who had been in 1942-43 a 
chemistry student in Munich, spread White Rose ideas and planned 
acts of sabotage in Hamburg. He acted together with his friends Traute 
Lafrenz, a former girlfriend of Hans Scholl, Heinz Kucharski, and 


Dissidents and Rebels 133 


Greta Rothe, even after the death of the Scholl siblings. Lafrenz eluded 
the Gestapo, as did Wittenstein and Kucharski. Leipelt was executed in 
1945; Rothe died in transit between prisons.** In Saarbriicken, Willi 
Bollinger, a friend of Graf, had just enough time to remove printing 
gear and leftover flyers before the Gestapo caught up with him, sen- 
tencing him to three months in jail in April 1943.°° And in Berlin, 
university students who had received flyers in March 1943 from Wit- 
tenstein, who had smuggled them there from Munich by train, pro- 
ceeded to duplicate them for shipment to Switzerland, Sweden, and 
England, to alert the world.” 

At the height of the war the authorities identified other groups of 
youthful opponents to the regime. Most lacked the altruism of the 
White Rose but shared with its members important concerns on other 
counts. Chief among those concerns was a hatred of the monopolistic 
control exerted over them by the Hitler Youth. In an attempt to cate- 
gorize this opposition, the judiciary, the police, and the HJ leadership 
came up with a range of rebellious attributes, from criminal activities 
to sexual promiscuity to Communism, but also including loyalty to 
traditional biindische ideals and preferences for Anglo-American val- 
ues. Nevertheless, the authorities themselves realized that despite sub- 
stantial distinctions between opposition groups, the Nazis had to blur 
these differences and pathologize and criminalize all their members, 
irrespective of their offenses, in order to resist and defeat them.°! 

The first of these groups, and surely the least idealistic and politi- 
cally sensitive, were the cliques, bands, and gangs dispersed all over the 
Reich, some of whom, particularly in South Germany, liked to call 
themselves Blasen, or Bubbles. They tended to be workers or trade- 
shop apprentices of proletarian or lower-middle-class backgrounds, 
with spotty or non-existent Hitler Youth membership records and a 
marked predilection for petty crime. They were not particularly unique 
to the Third Reich; similar groups had existed in the Weimar Republic 
and even before then, with comparable resistance to authority. In the 
post-1933 context, however, anti-authority had changed to anti- 
authoritarian, and the cliques’ transgressions assumed at least partially 
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the dimensions of political protest. The young boys and their girl- 
friends of the Munich B/asen and similar gangs in the rest of Germany 
resisted the limits on their personal freedom as dictated by the Hitler 
Youth, and they expressed their anger not only by staying away from 
HJ events but also by committing acts of sabotage, theft, and some- 
times gross sexual indecency to protest against the society that har- 
bored the HJ. 

It is significant that these groups, irrespective of their time of origin, 
became an acute threat to the regime only after the introduction of 
mandatory Hitler Youth service in March 1939. This was in the sum- 
mer before the war, when young men were being drafted in larger 
numbers. What the authorities characterized as unruly misfits were 
spotted in Breslau, Chemnitz, Hamburg, and parts of East Prussia and 
the Lower Danube region. In Vienna, where they had a sense of fash- 
ion reminiscent of the demimonde, these youths were called Schlurfe, 
or Slouches. “They let their hair grow and groomed it carefully, wore 
especially long jackets and long, wide pants and thin, very long neck- 
ties and they picked up super girls,” recalls the author Ernst Jandl, “and 
they had switchblades and knuckledusters, and no one in HJ uniform 
could go to the Prater at night without the risk of being stabbed,” as 
had been known to happen. In Munich in the fall of 1941, appren- 
tices who belonged to an Auerblase (named after local wetlands) com- 
mitted petty theft of bicycle parts and somebody’s military boots, and 
tried to break into telephone booths and people’s homes; they were in 
competition with a Munich Lidoblase and a Spitzblase. Disdain for the 
HJ among all was de rigueur. 

In Hamburg, too, with its large proletarian subculture especially in 
suburban Harburg and Altona, attacks on HJ groups and their quar- 
ters were reported as early as the fall of 1939.°' The Hamburg gang 
members also wore their hair long and showed off their adventurous 
clothes, sometimes embellished with white scarves. Their cliques, staffed 
with apprentices and pupils of the less exclusive schools, had names 
like “Jumbo Band” and “Bismarck Band” and “Death Head’s Band.” 
Petty theft, often of goods from air-raid-damaged stores, alternated 
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with physical attacks on the Hitler Youth, particularly its police divi- 
sion, the universally hated Streifendienst (SRD).° These boys and 
their girlfriends were sexually active; moreover, the boys might sexually 
molest young women in the streets as well as carry their ill-gotten loot 
to the brothels of Hambure’s red-light district.°° Even by January 1945 
this phenomenon had not abated; the German youth gangs now 
directed their lawless activities against foreign workers, who in the face 
of certain Nazi defeat were moving about more defiantly and were 
envied for their black-market connections.” 

Relatives of the Munich Blasen conducted their criminal activities 
also in the Bavarian hinterland, as in the provincial town of Landshut 
in the north. In early 1943 an “Al Capone Gang” operated in Hanover, 
whose prey were mostly civilians on downtown streets, and in the 
Pomeranian Treptow region American-gangster-style hoodlums stole 
goods after several break-ins; they were disenchanted apostates from 
the Hitler Youth. In 1943 and 1944 gang activities were reported for 
Cottbus, Erfurt, Magdeburg, and Kénigsberg in East Germany, for 
Alfeld in central Germany, as well as for Berlin. Railway stations were 
favorite targets. In the capital, youths in their middle teens specialized 
in breaking into bakeries and grocery stores, and again stole bicycles to 
get around the bomb craters. National Socialist symbols such as the 
Hitler greeting were ignored; they counted as little for these gangs as 
the Hitler Youth itself. In Stettin on the Baltic Sea, cliques with 
names such as “Violet Blue” and “Fifth Column,” some fifty teenagers 
strong, made trouble for the HJ by loitering en masse near the post 
office, stealing from tobacco stores, and grabbing radios from exposed 
basements. Seven automobiles were stolen, and female hangers-on 
were forced into sex. Under the cover of darkness, the Hitler Youth’s 
SRD suffered badly. When these fifteen- to sixteen-year-old rebels were 
caught, however, it was found that several were themselves leaders in 
the Hitler Youth.”° 

Cliques with a similar social background but with stronger ideologi- 
cal ties to what had once been the German political left operated in 
East and West Germany. In the East they were concentrated in Leipzig 
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and known as Meuten, or Mobs; in the West they operated out of 
Cologne and Diisseldorf and cities of the industrialized Ruhr such as 
Duisburg, Dortmund, and Essen. The names of the western groups 
varied, but they were mostly known as Edelweisspiraten (Edelweiss 
Pirates). The groups’ locations in East and West explain the leanings to 
the left, for Saxony, the Rhineland, and the Ruhr Valley had, at various 
times before 1933, been strongholds of Communism. But vestiges of 
the biindische groups were also visible in the clothes they wore, the 
songs they sang, and the names that subgroups often bore. This was 
especially true in the West: if the authorities tended not to criminalize 
the Edelweisspiraten as much as the Meuten, it was because the former 
were able to trace deeper roots in the comparatively less dangerous 
biindisch tradition, in contrast to the Communist roots of the Meuten.”! 

The Meuten became active around Leipzig in 1937, when military 
conscription was well under way and the Hitler Youth was applying 
greater pressure to German boys and girls to join, albeit not yet by law. 
Like members of the Blasen, they were blue-collar workers, appren- 
tices, and shop clerks. When the Meuten were not congregating in cin- 
emas, public swimming pools, or formerly Communist neighborhood 
pubs, where card games and talking politics were popular, they liked to 
hike in groups, usually with their girlfriends, who were discouraged 
from participating in the beer hall discussions. These discussions, 
innocuous as they might have been, were not surprising, since some of 
the older ringleaders had been active in Communist youth groups of 
the late republican era; a smaller number came from the youth move- 
ment camp. These not always congruent traditions were reflected in 
the youths’ motley clothes: plaid shirts, white socks, and lederhosen in 
summer, slalom shirts and ski pants in winter. The girls wore the long 
blue skirts of the traditional youth movement. Red kerchiefs as tokens 
of pro-left sympathies were very popular. The Meuten listened to Radio 
Moscow and, stretching the customary biindisch bias for everything 
Russian, romanticized conditions in the Soviet Union without really 
knowing much about them. A vulgarized Russian greeting, “bud cad- 
off,” a fantasy name, was used instead of “Heil Hitler.” The Meuten 
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were not as sexually promiscuous as the less organized petty-criminal 
gangs, but they were certainly no prudes. Outright criminal activity 
even as a form of sabotage of the regime did not interest them. The 
overriding concern for all was, once again, the official power and sanc- 
tion of the Hitler Youth (to which some of the Meuten members nomi- 
nally belonged); therefore they sought open confrontations with its 
squads. HJ members were despised as prigs and snobs, as juveniles out 
of touch with the lower-class society and culture of which the Meuten 
were proud. One of their slogans was: “Beat the HJ wherever you come 
across them!” At the height of World War II, the Leipzig Meuten were 
estimated to be about 1,500 strong.” 

That there were Meuten in Dresden and other Saxon towns is cer- 
tain, for they roamed even in neighboring Thuringia. But the records 
on this activity are scarce, probably because those Meuten never gave 
the authorities sufficient cause for prosecution, as did the large original 
group in Leipzig. One of the tangible grounds for prosecution by the 
judiciary was Marxism.”? However, Marxist ideology was less pro- 
nounced as a motivating force behind the actions of the western Ger- 
man Edelweisspiraten, if not entirely absent. There were even fewer 
former Communist youth leaders in these groups than in the East. 
While it is true that a similar proletarian subculture served as a breed- 
ing ground for these young blue-collar workers and apprentices, influ- 
encing their self-conception, attitudes, and actions, Communism was 
tempered in the West by middle-of-the-road Social Democracy. Hence 
a workers’ song, passed down through Marxist tradition, could at times 
be heard, but this was not necessarily evidence of doctrinaire Commu- 
nism;”4 it could have been filtered through the sieve of more bourgeois 
Social Democracy. Most of the Edelweiss Pirates had a journeyman’s 
pride. They were fully employed and earning their keep. They were 
neither Communists nor scum, as they were regarded by their contem- 
poraries, above all those in the Hitler Youth.”” One former HJ leader 
even in the 1990s described them as “from the lowest circles. . . froma 
milieu, in which law and order were not known,” and as people whom 
“one did not wish to touch with a ten-foot pole.””° The only recorded 
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example of a direct translation of orthodox proletarian loyalties into 
revolutionary violence stems from the summer and fall of 1944, when 
six boys aged sixteen to eighteen, members of an Edelweiss branch 
in Cologne-Ehrenfeld, assisted German desperadoes who were con- 
spiring with East European foreign workers. These teens, related to or 
acquainted with former KPD members, distributed antiwar flyers and 
derailed freight trains. Then they got themselves handguns and be- 
came involved in the illegal procurement of ration cards, as well as rob- 
beries and the killings of a guard and a local Nazi leader. They were 
even planning to blow up Gestapo headquarters in Cologne when they 
were caught and executed, along with their accomplices, in a public 
hanging.”” 

These western groups had several things in common with the 
Meuten: their time of origin, their intense hatred of the control exer- 
cised by the Hitler Youth even if they were members, the adventurous 
semi-biindisch outfit, the hanging-out and roaming within local and 
regional boundaries, and the liberal sense of sexuality.”* What set them 
apart, however, were four factors: their idiosyncratic romanticism, 
their desire for mobility vis-a-vis the state and society, their view of 
girls as inferior (apart from women’s sexual usefulness), and their geo- 
graphic dispersion. 

The romanticism of the Edelweisspiraten was reflected in their name 
alone: “Edelweiss Pirates,” some of whom actually wore little Edelweiss 
pins. Some branches called themselves Navajos, after the North Amer- 
ican Indian tribe; others were Kittelbach Pirates, named after a stream 
running north of Diisseldorf. These designations as well as the songs 
they favored and the nicknames they used were handed down from tra- 
ditional youth movement lore. The proximity to Germany's western 
borders may have inspired them with fantasies connected to the 
United States, Mexico, and other Latin American countries. In addi- 
tion to the obligatory “Cossacks,” their songs featured buffalos bellow- 
ing across the prairies, where Bobby was throwing his lasso and his girl 
never said no, after whiskey had made the rounds with the boys. If 
there was no explicit political meaning in those lines, there were other 
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ditties warning the Hitler Youth’s SRD of imminent destruction: 
“Edelweiss is marching, watch out, clear the way!””? The conjuring-up 
of America as a representation of unlimited opportunities implicitly 
criticized a totalitarian society that increasingly fettered its young, and 
the express mention of the Hitler Youth targeted the aggressor. 

The Edelweisspiraten disliked the HJ not so much for ideological 
reasons, such as its racialist world view, as for the fact that it denied 
them mechanisms for social advancement. They were acutely aware 
that the many lower and middle-level leaders in the monopolistic 
youth organization were usually chosen from among Gymnasium stu- 
dents whose parents were members of the social elite. Young Rhenish 
apprentices or skilled and unskilled workers with an elementary-school 
education felt ill at ease in a hierarchy that preserved the old order by 
precluding social mobility within HJ ranks. Despite Schirach’s and his 
successor Axmann’s perennial slogans in which they tried to connect to 
the HJ’s pre-1933 lower-class tradition, such practices persisted. Thus 
these young workers at first avoided, then collided with the HJ, then 
kept to themselves. At seventeen or eighteen they preferred to join the 
Wehrmacht, often volunteering, which would open conventional 
paths of advancement.*° In the case of the Meuten it was their more 
manifest leftist persuasion which prevented them from taking that vol- 
untary step, even though they, too, would not resist conscription in the 
end. Ultimately, this implied a tacit recognition of the Hitler state by 
these “pirates,” if never of the Hitler Youth, with whom they sought 
altercations whenever possible. 

As a rule the Edelweisspiraten took the principle of exclusion of 
women from their private meeting places farther even than the Meuten, 
because their lower-middle-class (not Communist) understanding of 
society was that women were inferior to men and had to be kept in 
their place.*! Ironically, this paralleled both the practices of the Hitler 
Youth in its placement and treatment of the BDM, and the ideology 
and real world of Nazi Germany, where a male-supremacist Party ruled 
and egocentric men took advantage of virtually all the women in their 
midst. 
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Starting from the proletarian/lower-class subculture tied to indus- 
trial structures in the greater Ruhr area from Cologne in the Southwest 
to Dortmund in the Northeast, the Edelweisspiraten spread from their 
core bases to locales as far south as Frankfurt, and places as far north as 
Minden. Moreover, because of demographic changes resulting from 
the bombings, such as huge evacuations from city to country and 
region to region, but also as a consequence of the HJ’s Kinderlandver- 
schickung program, some Edelweisspiraten were swept away from west- 
ern Germany entirely. In early 1945, when everything was in chaos, 
some of these youths could be seen huddling together in the train sta- 
tion bunker of Hanover, hundreds of miles east from the Rhine and 
the Ruhr.®? 

It is on record that Diisseldorf’s Edelweisspiraten provoked clashes 
with members of the Swing Youth whenever they encountered them, 
although both groups shared an opposition to the HJ.** But the 
Swings were different from the Edelweiss Pirates and the Meuten in 
more ways than one. Most important was that, like the members of the 
White Rose, the Swing Youth came from a higher social background— 
upper-middle-class with more than a smattering of lower-middle-class 
members, but no workers. Commensurate with their superior social 
position, the Swings tended to be at the Gymnasien from which the 
Hitler Youth recruited its local and regional leaders and which were 
anathema to the less formally educated gangs in Saxony and the 
Rhineland. The Swings, both boys and girls, ritualized their aesthetic 
and economic differences from the HJ through a predilection for 
Anglo-American swing and Dixieland jazz music, indulgence in the so- 
called swing dance, trendy fashions, and the consumption of refined 
liquors. True to their self-image as potential elites, there was not a trace 
of left-wing ideology motivating them, not even in the somewhat 
nominal mode of the Pirates, let alone the quasi-Communist convic- 
tion of most Meuten. One symbol of opposition, however, which the 
Swings certainly shared with the more primitive, petty-criminal gangs 
such as the South German Biasen was self-indulgence, whereas mem- 
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bers of the Edelweisspiraten, the Meuten, and especially the White Rose 
were more idealistic and practiced self-denial. 

It is characteristic of whatever German political opposition to Hitler 
and the Nazi regime existed that it was divided into several factions 
from beginning to end. Not the least of these divisions was social. For 
all their commonalities, the divisions between the dissenting youth 
groups, albeit at separate levels, were similar to divisions characterizing 
the older and more experienced intellectuals, politicians, and military 
leaders of the classical resistance. Such parallels help to explain why the 
youthful dissenters ultimately had to be defeated by an unforgiving 
regime, as were the older resisters. 

Like the other dissenting youth groups, the Swings had originated 
around 1938, in the wealthy northern port of Hamburg, and assuredly 
for the same reasons. Socially privileged boys and girls who knew one 
another from Gymnasien, some of them very exclusive, and from elite 
sports clubs, would gather together at a major downtown skating rink. 
In the words of one Hitler Youth critic, “they visited certain cafés 
in droves, wore conspicuous clothes, and enthusiastically embraced 
English music and English dances.”*4 There were smaller groups in 
Frankfurt, Kiel, Breslau, Brunswick, and Berlin, probably transplanted 
there from Hamburg, although Frankfurt’s swing and jazz subculture 
arose independently.®° 

The Hamburg Swings came to the attention of regional authorities 
in early 1940, a few months after the Hitler Youth leadership had been 
authorized to utilize state agencies for the enforcement of compulsory 
HJ attendance in accordance with the decree of March 1939. The well- 
heeled sons and daughters of some, if by no means all, of Hamburg’s 
patricians rejected such force either by quitting the HJ service alto- 
gether or by attending irregularly; a few tried to sit on both sides of the 
fence. In the following months until 1942-43, when the group was 
suppressed, the authorities became aware of various performances and 
personal practices, more or less visible to outsiders, which the Swings 
of Hamburg decided to engage in. These included swing dance, based 
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on the American Lindy Hop of the 1920s and ’30s, which was prac- 
ticed at a number of semi-private and carefully chosen public venues. 
The musical accompaniment was provided by indigenous German 
bands playing American Benny Goodman-type swing, sometimes of 
questionable amateur quality, but also by Dutch and Belgian profes- 
sionals such as the John Kristel or Fud Candrix orchestras. Regarding 
one large open Swing party at Hamburg’s Curio-Haus in March 1940, 
for which printed invitations had been sent to the cognoscenti, the 
patroling HJ reported as follows: “An emcee announced the numbers 
in English. English hit songs were played and crooned. Almost entirely 
they were dancing swing, from the tamest to the wildest. They shoved 
their upper torsos forward while shaking their lower bodies. Moreover, 
many times 4—6 people danced and hopped around in circles, knock- 
ing their hands together and even rolling their heads against each 
other.”°° 

In addition to the dance and swing music, the Hitler Youth officials 
and their colleagues from the Gestapo took note of the peculiar dress, 
hairstyles, and makeup of these individuals: “The male participants 
were legitimized by their long hair, often reaching to their collars (hair 
length up to 27 centimeters). Predominantly they wore long, fre- 
quently plaid British jackets, shoes with thick, light-colored crepe 
rubber soles, eye-catching scarves, diplomats’ hats on their heads, an 
umbrella over the arm in every kind of weather.” And, about the girls: 
“They preferred their hair very long. Eyebrows were penciled in and 
lips painted, and the fingernails were lacquered.”*” 

The Nazis also noted the Swings’ penchant for English and espe- 
cially American films. Disapprovingly, they wrote: “The laid-back atti- 
tude shown in those films appealed so much to these adolescents that, 
by their own admission, they consciously tried to make a derelict 
impression. The ‘American’ element in their attitude and comport- 
ment to them constituted an ideal.” Moreover, the inquisitors were 
aware of the Swings’ heavy trade in current swing and Dixieland 
records, which allegedly were hot commodities demanding the highest 
prices. Some of these records were reported to have been copied with 
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special appliances, changing hands for even more money. “The more 
fantastic and louder the disk, and the more bizarre and crazy the 
rhythm, the greater was the demand.” The censors wrote down that 
non-“Aryan” members belonged to the clique, and that certain cafés 
and nightclubs were frequented with regularity, such as the Schiff 
Ahoi.®8 

More than anything, the HJ and Gestapo were intrigued by what 
they described in their reports as sexual practices, vibrant as they were 
refined, involving even fully Jewish girls between fifteen and eighteen. 
They observed such activity by the Swings in the nightclubs, in private 
homes, and during special outings in the environs of Hamburg. Alco- 
hol was mentioned as an ever-ready stimulus. “Personal devotion usu- 
ally played less of a role than the calculated choice of a partner for 
sexual intercourse,” they quoted one of the arrested Swings as saying. 
“The girls kept moving around in our circle, with those partners being 
favored who possessed rooms safe from outside interference.” At pri- 
vate parties in the wealthy parents’ villas, it was reported that lots were 
drawn, “after which all participants lost their garments to the point of 
complete nakedness.” Thereupon the boys would take turns with the 
girls in the available bedrooms. What was known as “French” practices 
would occur, pruriently described by the Nazi stenographers as “sexual 
deviance.”*? 

Much of what the authorities took down on paper was exaggerated, 
but sometimes they had to fill in the gaps. Regarding the social back- 
ground of the Swings, Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels in 
August 1941 spoke of Hamburg’s “plutocratic youth,” whose only goal 
was to avoid the Reich Labor Service and military conscription.” 
Although most of the fathers of the Swings were either well-off mer- 
chants or professionals such as physicians and lawyers, with residences 
in high-end areas like Blankenese and Harvestehude, some were master 
craftsmen or lower civil servants or office clerks, for example from 
Altona. The occupations of the Swings themselves reflected this, with 
probably no more than 70 percent attending Gymnasien and the rest 
in some practical training. And while the students received generous 
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allowances from home, the employed white-collar workers were al- 
ready earning money of their own. Girls belonged in disproportion- 
ately greater numbers to the latter group; they were accepted by the 
original skating-rink clique if they were attractive, showed some sense 
of refinement, especially in fashion, and embraced swing music and 
swing dance. As Robert Vogel, then the young heir to a shipping for- 
tune, recalls: “Surely it was easier for girls to be upwardly mobile. I 
remember one whose father had a welding business, hence was a mas- 
ter tradesman. It is important to know that girls of the kind we pre- 
ferred were rare. Yet girls of lower social status who were all right, 
meaning who were good-looking, were welcome in our midst.” One 
such girl was Helga Ronn, a statuesque beauty whose father was a clerk 
and whose mother worked as a streetcar conductor; she herself was 
training in various shops but thought she would get into films. 
Another was Hanne-Lore Evers, with a retail grocer for a father, who 
was a trainee in the textile industry. As a result she had exquisite taste; 
she was pretty as well as artistic. Soon she was in the company of key 
members of the Swings.”! 

The elite background of the leading Swings like Vogel was deter- 
mined by the social origins of the skating-rink crowd, who were mem- 
bers of exclusive sports clubs, especially clubs for water sports, in that 
world port on the Elbe River with its central Alster waterways. The 
Norddeutscher Regatta-Verein, for instance, produced national sailing 
champions and owned facilities for socializing, as did similarly exclu- 
sive clubs. Until 1940 these clubs had a rarefied atmosphere with after- 
noon teas, English-style, at which Dixieland or swing records would be 
played or live bands might perform. After spending hours of relaxation 
and leisure there, these privileged sons and daughters would then 
repair to one of several expensive cafés or nightclubs, most likely to 
continue their dancing to the swing of German and also foreign com- 
bos; this and the consumption of alcohol on those occasions were 
never questioned. In the cafés and nightclubs the boys would meet up 
with their (frequently lower-class) girlfriends. Hans Engel, the son of a 
business executive who had represented the Deutsche Reichsbahn in 
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New York, recalls that in the Café LArronge, the musicians performed 
“the newest American hits.” Engel, whom his admirers called “Jaeggi” 
(in a vain attempt to pronounce “Jackie”), was knowledgeable about 
this music; in addition to excelling at tennis, field hockey, and ice 
hockey, he spoke fluent American slang and knew his Louis Arm- 
strongs and Fats Wallers first-hand. Helga Ronn, too, went with friends 
to LArronge, but also to the Alsterpavillon (where Kristel and Candrix 
played), the Ex-Bar, and the less reputable Faun-Casino.” 

A few of these watering holes were near the Dammtor railway sta- 
tion not far from the Alster, where the Swing crowd liked to hang out 
in the afternoons. Next to it was the Waterloo Cinema, which was pro- 
gressive in that it featured Hollywood movies as long as that was pos- 
sible, and whatever German films the Swings would deem acceptable, 
such as Theo Lingen’s Frau Luna (1941).°> Among the U.S. films was 
Hal Roach’s sophisticated comedy Jopper (1937) with Cary Grant and 
Constance Bennett, who played two wealthy, freewheeling socialites 
who appealed to the tastes of these young Hamburg sybarites.°* Much 
loved were films with American popular music in them, preferably 
swing, such as the Broadway Melody flicks of 1936 and 1938 with 
Eleanor Powell, a dancer who was alluringly attractive to the Swings.” 
In Broadway Melody (1936) Powell impressed the lower-middle-class 
girls like Evers and Rénn because she got her rich and famous man in a 
Hollywood-type happy ending, and even more important, her charac- 
ter, Irene Foster, came from provincial Albany to rise to stardom in 
New York City. This double leitmotif of professional and social 
advancement was both American and modern, something which intel- 
ligent and anti-HJ teenagers in Nazi Germany could identify with.”° 
Standards from Powell’s films such as “You Are My Lucky Star” and 
“I’ve Got a Feelin’ You're Foolin’,” sung by Powell herself or by co-stars 
Frances Langford and a very young Judy Garland, were marketed in 
Germany by Brunswick and Electrola and cherished by those teenage 
girls, as well as their boyfriends.” After the German declaration of war 
on the United States on December 11, 1941, the Nazis wanted to alter 
that pro-American image by exposing American vices in a propaganda 
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film, Rund um die Freiheitsstatue (Round the Statue of Liberty). They 
denigrated, successfully they thought, swing, sexy fashions, jazz, and 
other alleged American addictions. Goebbels screened this film pri- 
vately for Hitler, who showed himself pleased.?® But large numbers of 
young German men and women in big cities, especially in Hamburg, 
viewed the film as an unusual opportunity to catch those precious 
snippets from the glamorous American way of life.” 

The Swings showed themselves in public in those cafés, nightclubs, 
and cinemas, but also on extended strolls on Hamburg’s main thor- 
oughfares and on special outings, appearing in their characteristic 
attire and makeup, which were diametrically opposed to the humdrum 
uniforms of the Hitler Youth and its BDM. And they wore those out- 
fits conspicuously during their swing-dance fests, both in public and at 
private parties. They dressed expensively and ostentatiously, with 
much of their fashion reminiscent of American styles in the movies, 
but with English accents as well. The girls appeared with long, shiny 
hair, lipstick, painted fingernails, silk stockings, and tightly fitting 
short skirts or pants to show off hourglass figures: this was how Holly- 
wood actresses looked. Often a carefully draped trench coat was the 
finishing touch to a casually elegant appearance. The boys, too, sported 
long hair and trench coats along with their thick crepe-soled shoes, and 
often wore a star-spangled-banner or union jack pin on their glen- 
plaid jackets. !°° 

The image of an Anglo-American life-style was reinforced by Ger- 
man and foreign recordings, such as those by Electrola featuring tunes 
from the music films, but mostly those with swing and Dixieland jazz. 
Even if illegal, the recordings were brought into the Reich increasingly 
after 1938 by soldiers from occupied countries like Holland and Den- 
mark. The most urbane of the Swings, like Robert Vogel, had bought 
them on trips to New York. The Swings collected these recordings not 
as connoisseurs of art but mostly to dance and schmooze to. If they 
could not be purchased secretly or bartered, they were duplicated. One 
Swing girl had the audacity to suggest in school that English jazz 
records be played on the occasion of the 9th of November, the annual 
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Nazi commemoration of Hitler’s Beer Hall Putsch and one of the Holy 
Days of the Hitler Youth.!°! 

The authorities observed that the Swings were likely to go on excur- 
sions to Hamburg’s outlying areas, taking records, alcohol, and por- 
table gramophones along. Those outings might be to the banks of the 
Elbe, to nearby lakes, or, better, to the pricey Timmendorf resort on 
the Baltic Sea. The Nazis were suspicious of these customs because they 
resembled the roaming of the Edelweisspiraten or Meuten and, earlier, 
the bourgeois youth of times gone by. And even though the Swings 
never sought physical altercations with members of the Hitler Youth 
but rather haughtily ignored them, the authorities knew that whatever 
the Swings liked doing best was potentially contagious and could 
infect the State Youth where they were vulnerable. This was especially 
true in view of the sexual activities which were known to take place 
among the Swings, when they stayed overnight in small hotels or 
empty Army barracks or in the proverbial farmer’s hay, as did Helga 
Ronn in June of 1941 with her clique in the lake area of Trittau.!° 

But mostly the shellac records were needed at the so-called house 
parties, a hallmark of the Swings, to provide the backdrop for their 
swing dance. These ritualized events took place at the homes of the 
more affluent members, sometimes when parents were nearby. When 
they were not, the consumption of alcohol could get out of hand, as 
would the sexual activities which so tantalized the Hitler Youth and 
Gestapo. Here anything was possible, from rather innocent affairs, 
where between dances the lights went out and couples were merely 
kissing, to group sex in the available bedrooms, although orgies seem 
to have been few and far between.'% 

Inga Madlung remembers that parties at the lavish flat of the Persian 
Oromutchi brothers on the sumptuous Bellevue promenade near the 
Alster featured mirrors, especially on the ceilings. She was there with 
blond Helga Rénn: “We young things naturally loved it.”!°4 This 
points to a characteristic of the Swings: their absolute tolerance of non- 
Germans and what the Nazis would define as non-Aryans. Inga and her 
older sister Jutta themselves had a Jewish grandparent; the cosmopolitan 
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seaport of Hamburg had always attracted foreign export-import 
traders, and there was that traditional Hamburg hankering for any- 
thing British. At least two very rich young Greeks, whose fathers were 
in wholesale tobacco, were members of the Swing cliques; there were 
Swings of Dutch and Belgian origin and, until deportations began in 
earnest in 1942, there were Jews.!° Hans-Joachim (“Tommie”) Scheel 
remembers riding with his gang in a commuter train when SS men 
entered and chatted up two of the girls, who had their hair dyed blond. 
These were Jewish girls, and at the time Scheel thought it hilarious.!°° 

Friendship with what were officially regarded as non-Germans or 
racial aliens was essential to the Swings; their life-style was a major rea- 
son why they had to dissent from the Hitler Youth to the point of neg- 
lect or withdrawal. And thus early on they denied themselves to the 
totalitarian regime—or they were perceived as doing so by the authori- 
ties, who sequestered and punished them. Those who escaped such a 
fate quietly changed over to the armed services or their affiliates such as 
the RAD, as did members of the Meuten and the Edelweisspiraten, vol- 
unteering or joining as soon as their number was called. But others did 
not escape. 


The Empire Strikes Back 


In order to rein in its insubordinate young, the Nazi regime employed 
three agencies, with their overall effectiveness in ascending order. The 
first of these was the Hitler Youth itself, with its various disciplinary 
devices. But its success was limited, because measures were directed 
mostly against its own HJ members, with whom the wayward youths 
to be targeted were not always identical. The second agency was the 
judiciary, which could reach beyond Hitler Youth membership, but 
which was still hampered by a comparatively humane legal heritage 
from the Weimar Republic. The judiciary sharpened its approach to 
wayward youth only under constant pressure from the police and SS, 
both of which attempted to neutralize it entirely. The third agency was 
Himmler’s police apparatus with all its branches, which viewed itself as 
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extra-legal and supreme and whose encroachment on the judiciary was 
becoming more successful with each passing year of the war. It is signif- 
icant that the relatively feeble Hitler Youth profited from an early tacti- 
cal alliance with the police organizations, which increasingly used 
inside knowledge of Schirach and Axmann’s groups to insinuate them- 
selves into the cohorts of the young. On the other hand, the judiciary, 
too, acquired more teeth over time, by expanding the category of 
youthful offenders, inventing new crimes, instituting more special po- 
litical courts, and pronouncing longer and more draconian sentences. 
In this scenario, adolescents who were resolved to withhold their sup- 
port from the Nazi regime unreservedly, not to mention those oppos- 
ing it, stood little chance of escaping unscathed by the end of the Third 
Reich in May 1945. 

These developments have to be viewed against the incidence of 
youth crime from 1933 to 1945. Using a yardstick of indictments and 
convictions from January 1933 to about 1937, at which time the 
authorities granted an amnesty for certain transgressions, the Nazis 
prided themselves on a decrease of crime in general, and of juvenile 
delinquency in particular. They correctly attributed this positive trend 
to a return to socioeconomic normalcy after the upheavals of the Great 
Depression (1929-1935).'°” But what they did not say was that the 
police presence was very much more in evidence after 1933, acting, 
directly or indirectly, as a powerful deterrent to social deviance. '°° After 
the start of the war on September 1, 1939, crimes by youths were on 
the increase as compared to 1937, with a brief break in convictions 
owing only to a short-lived amnesty issued by Hitler on the 9th of that 
month. This contrasted negatively with a slower increase in crimes 
committed by adults in the same period, as well as with a weaker pat- 
tern of youth crime for the beginning years of World War I.'° What 
stood out in this statistic was a disproportionately high incidence of 
crimes committed by young females from 1937 to 1944. By implica- 
tion, Nazi record keepers correlated such transgressions with a greater 
incidence of sexually motivated crimes among (male) juveniles already 
beginning in 1933, as if sex offenses committed by young men were 
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the inevitable result of female promiscuity preceding them—a clear 
case of blaming the victims.'!° Another variable of this situation was 
the widening of the definition of “crime” through the creation of novel 
types of punishment such as Youth Arrest (Jugendarrest) and the prom- 
ulgation of decrees like the Police Ordinance of March 9, 1940.'!! The 
latter identified new groups of juvenile delinquents, such as teenagers 
under eighteen who were seen smoking and drinking in public, those 
who did not heed a stringent night curfew, and those who appeared in 
questionable nightclubs or dance halls.'!* Now “any leisure time for 
youth was practically declared as hanging around the streets” and thus 
was punishable. '!? 

Disciplinary procedures in place for the Hitler Youth could be in- 
voked whenever any of the aberrant youths were members and proved 
to have absented themselves from HJ service.!'4 Hence in early March 
1940, when the Swing celebrations in the Hamburg Curio-Haus were 
uncovered, 102 of the male suspects indicted actually were HJ mem- 
bers, of a total of 237 culprits; 52 had left the HJ and 58 had never 
joined. Similar ratios obtained for the BDM.1!> In cases of individual 
HJ Swings, the Hamburg Hitler Youth was able to help other authori- 
ties with its judgments, as in the case of sixteen-year-old Christa 
Broders, who in February 1944 was said to have missed several BDM 
meetings, but nonetheless was judged by her local leader to be “not 
essentially of bad character, even though she is somewhat flighty; 
rather, she has suffered from a bad education.”!'® At that time the 
Hitler Youth leadership was using Burg Stahleck, one of its service 
camps, to keep in line male members in the Rhineland with potentially 
deviant behavior.!'7 

Since the lines between HJ membership and non-membership were 
often blurred, the Hitler Youth frequently erred on the side of injustice 
simply to go after its quarry successfully. In the case of Hamburg’s 
“Tommie” Scheel, who was a Hitler Youth turned Swing and who at 
seventeen was grabbed by the Gestapo in 1940, even his school 
teachers could not say whether he was in the HJ or not.!'8 Near Essen 
in the Ruhr, a Hitler Youth leader spotted some twenty-odd Edelweiss 
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Pirates wandering about in their adventurous costumes in October 
1939; they were deemed to be under the jurisdiction of the HJ by 
virtue of illegal biindisch regrouping and were dispatched to a police 
station for questioning. These kinds of control occurred repeatedly 
during the war, with the HJ beating bands of Pirates into submission, 
pending further legal action.'! 

Because of the Reich Youth leadership’s quasi-legal claim, expressed 
in the law of December 1936, to be responsible for a// the youths in 
Germany under eighteen, Schirach and later Axmann groomed the 
internal surveillance service called HJ-Streifendienst or SRD for this 
disciplinary task. It had been established in July 1934, initially to com- 
bat “juvenile crime, delinquency, and undisciplined behavior” within 
the Hitler Youth itself.!2° SRD members were specially selected youths 
whom the HJ leadership had reliably indoctrinated. Wearing arm- 
bands resembling those of the Sicherheitsdienst (SD) of the SS, they 
would roam public places such as movie theaters, railroad stations, and 
neighborhood pubs, but also HJ youth hostels, in search of misbehav- 
ing members. With the help of the police or the SS, these youths 
would then be apprehended, to be disciplined inside the ranks or, in 
more serious cases, handed over for prosecution by the judiciary.'?! 
But strengthened by tighter legislation, the HJ leadership was using 
the SRD increasingly against lapsed or non-HJ members especially 
by the time of the appearance of the cliques and gangs around 1937.' 
The SRD was superfluous in the countryside, where local hostile 
gangs did not lurk.'*? But more often than not, in large cities the SRD 
tended to be outnumbered by stronger groups such as the militant 
Meuten and Edelweisspiraten. There were inside complaints that the 
Hitler Youth boys selected for the SRD (there were no girls), apart 
from their fanaticism, were ill suited for policing tasks, and since they 
could carry no handguns, they were laughed at as powerless by their 
often foolhardy opponents.'*4 In August of 1943, with a questionable 
record of success, the SRD in its original form was disbanded.!”? 

The very fact that the SRD, composed entirely of teenagers, was 
always forbidden to make arrests on its own was symptomatic of the 
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growing dependence of Hitler Youth discipline enforcement on the 
police and SS on the one hand, and, to a lesser extent, on the bureau- 
cracy and judiciary on the other.!”° Regional governments would con- 
sult the HJ or vice versa, and after November 1941 the HJ nominally 
chaired a Reich Workshop for Youth Support, to which representatives 
of State, Party, and Wehrmacht also subscribed.'”” Inevitably, the dis- 
cussion at such meetings would turn to the pressing issue of an increase 
in youth delinquency because of the large number of fathers con- 
scripted for the war, and a corresponding dearth of HJ leaders of 
Wehrmacht age who were also at the fronts. 

At the height of the war, in their persecution of rival cliques, the HJ 
leadership collaborated incrementally but to dubious effect with the 
judiciary. Several higher HJ leaders now possessed law degrees, serving 
as Rechtsreferenten (legal experts); and courts of law, especially youth 
courts, maintained liaisons with the HJ on a routine basis.!78 But how 
weak the HJ leadership really was in suppressing disobedient youth is 
demonstrated by its failure to deal with the Swing Youth phenomenon 
when it was in full bloom. On January 8, 1942, HJ boss Axmann 
directed the following message to Himmler, as chief of the police 
forces, Gestapo, and SS: “In the upper schools of Hamburg or in the 
young affluent merchant class a so-called ‘Swing Youth’ has developed, 
which largely displays an Anglophile proclivity . . . Since the activities 
of this ‘Swing Youth’ at the home front cause a reduction in German 
national capacities, I think it essential that these people be immediately 
taken to a work camp ... I would very much appreciate an order to 
your Hamburg offices to the effect that the ‘Swing Youth’ will be pro- 
ceeded against as severely as possible.”!*? Himmler subsequently 
employed the concentration camp system against dissident adolescents 
in Nazi Germany in such a harsh manner that Axmann, shortly before 
his death in 1996, regretted ever having alerted the police chief.!%° 

Although the judiciary eventually surrendered much of its power to 
the police executive authorities, thereby severely afflicting German 
youth, it had been on a course of radicalization of its own since the last, 
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authoritarian, years of the Weimar Republic. In general, this amounted 
to an undoing of liberal changes wrought by a reformation of the jus- 
tice system under the auspices of the Weimar constitution, with the 
key year being 1923.'9' Some of the manifestations of this gradual 
regression, behind which Hitler’s own hand was clearly visible, were an 
enlargement in the number of criminal offenses, a heightened use of 
the death penalty, the reduction of judges, attorneys, and especially 
defense lawyers to mere puppets of a totalitarian regime that eschewed 
due legal process, a hasty resort to “preventive police custody” (vorbeu- 
gende Polizeihaft), and the mutation of criminal offenses into political 
ones. 3? This last change brought with it the appointment and cumula- 
tive use of special political courts, where conventional courts were 
deemed inappropriately normative, called Sondergerichte. At the high- 
est level, the Berlin-based Volksgerichtshof or People’s Court, particu- 
larly under its bloodthirsty president Roland Freisler after 1941, 
incrementally adopted a penal philosophy of retribution rather than 
one of social integration.'*’ This entire development was helped along 
by two interrelated factors. One was that three Reich Ministers of Jus- 
tice, Franz Giirtner (held over from Franz von Papen’s pre-fascist chan- 
cellorship of 1932), Franz Schlegelberger (Acting Minister since 
1941), and Otto Georg Thierack (since 1942), showed themselves to 
be progressively ruthless officials at the helm of the judiciary, with 
Hitler’s obvious approval. (It was significant that Giirtner as Bavarian 
Justice Minister had treated Hitler leniently after the Munich Beer 
Hall Putsch of 1923.)!34 The second factor was that because of the 
polymorphous character of the law in Germany after 1933—some pre- 
1933 legislation had been retained, much of it had been repealed or 
overridden by new ordinances and pronouncements by the Fiihrer, 
and some had simply been voided by police decrees—the law was be- 
coming ineffective as an administrative tool. Plans to reform it entirely, 
advanced by Hans Frank, Hitler’s former lawyer, Reich Law Leader, 
and, as Governor General of Occupied Poland, no friend of the SS and 
police, never got off the ground.'** 
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All of this affected German youth mainly in three ways: by making 
larger groups of them liable for prosecution, by creating new mis- 
demeanors, and by introducing a greater variety and tougher forms of 
punishment. For example, the law reform of 1923 had “raised the age 
of criminal responsibility from twelve to fourteen and promoted the 
use of correctional education instead of punishment for juvenile 
offenders between the ages of fourteen and eighteen.”!%° But in Octo- 
ber 1939 correctional education in the case of capital crimes was abro- 
gated for youths aged sixteen to eighteen, who could now be tried in 
adult court again and were no longer immune from judgments of 
indefinite detention for dangerous offenders (Sicherungsverwahrung), 
life behind bars, and even the death penalty.!%” In the autumn of 1942, 
the Party Chancellery under Martin Bormann, doubtless at the behest 
of Hitler and supported in this by the Wehrmacht, proposed to a 
largely pliable Justice Ministry the lowering of the limit of adult liabil- 
ity, in particularly severe cases, to the age of twelve.!%® Then there were 
the new infractions as defined by the Police Ordinance of March 1940. 
Not coincidentally, a few months later a novel form of Youth Arrest 
was instituted, placing young offenders in solitary confinement on a 
diet of bread and water, and under obligation of total silence, for up to 
four weeks. In 1941 it was observed that this form of punishment had 
turned out to be much more severe “than that provided by jail”; it was 
supposed to shock into immediate submission boys and girls who in 
the large majority were HJ shirkers.'°? With smirking satisfaction, HJ 
Leader Hische remarked in November of 1943 that up to 90 percent of 
all accused youths could now be sentenced, compared with a success 
rate of only 75 percent before the introduction of that measure. !4° And 
in September 1942 the Reich Justice Ministry, after particular con- 
sideration of the cliques and gangs, decided on the reintroduction of 
caning, which was subsequently implemented in special youth concen- 
tration camps. !4! 

Insofar as the judiciary still attempted recourse to existing laws, it 
was most successful in cases where young Germans had committed 
breaches of a criminal nature. That was most evident in the case of the 
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petty-criminal gangs like the Basen in Munich, where indictments could 
be reached on the basis of theft or destruction of public property. The 
punishment would be jail or terms in youth detention centers.'“? Youth 
Arrest was also meted out to Edelweisspiraten who stole bicycles and 
pilfered mailboxes, and to those who beat up Hitler Youths, with re- 
sulting injuries. For all these infractions, there were paragraphs of con- 
ventional law on the books. As for “loitering in the street after 9:00 P.M.,” 
the 1940 Police Ordinance could be invoked.!*° 

But because of the shortcomings of existing criminal law in the 
prosecution of a greatly enlarged class of transgressions, regarded as 
political by Nazi standards, specially adopted political jurisprudence 
was resorted to. The original basis for this was the Emergency Ordi- 
nance of February 28, 1933, which was predicated on Article 48 of the 
Weimar constitution, the Republic’s emergency law invoking presiden- 
tial fiat in an assumed state of national emergency, and favored for 
everyday governance by the anti-democratic pre-Nazi chancellors. Sub- 
sequently, the February 1933 ordinance was combined with repeated 
injunctions such as the decrees of February 8, 1936, and June 20, 
1939, against the Biindische Jugend or any of its reincarnations. In this 
way, members of nonspecified illegal youth groups who had even 
vague ties to the former biindisch youth could be hauled before Nazi 
special courts and dispatched to jail, for periods of a few months or 
even years. !“4 

Mote easily recognizable gangs, like the Edelweisspiraten and Meuten, 
were similarly dealt with. In the case of the former, some biindische 
legacies seemed obvious, as were Communist proclivities in the case of 
the latter. Hence comparatively moderate court judgments against 
Navajos, Edelweisspiraten, and Kittelbachpiraten are documented for 
various parts of the Rhineland and Ruhr from 1937 well into the 
war.!45 The Meuten could be more harshly treated within the existing 
legislation forbidding the resurrection of any of the Weimar political 
parties, because being a Communist was a serious political offense.!“° 
At the same time, because the Meuten’s connection to Communism 
was at best tenuous, sentences against them on a charge of high treason 
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could only be based on suspicion or conspiracy to commit this crime 
(sometimes bolstered by the charge of having listened to Radio Mos- 
cow), but never on its successful execution.'*” Thus a group of Leipzig 
Meuten was convicted in October 1938 and sentenced to between one 
and five years of incarceration.!4* Understandably, because of the more 
serious situation posed by the war, such sentences tended to be signifi- 
cantly longer after 1939.!° 

The most unequivocal and at the same time the most political juris- 
diction occurred in cases where high treason against the Nazi state was 
actually proved. Invariably, these propagandistically useful trials were 
conducted before the People’s Court, which could be moved from 
Berlin to other cities if necessary. Since Nazis viewed the accused as 
criminals in a time of national crisis, the death penalty was a foregone 
conclusion. This alone demonstrated the willingness of the judiciary 
after 1939 to acknowledge the stranglehold of the police and the high- 
est Party authorities. What aided the merciless judges in their pro- 
nouncements against Josef Landgraf, Walter Klingenbeck, Helmuth 
Hiibener, and the members of the White Rose was that charges of 
defeatism in wartime could also be adduced and bolstered by the fact 
that the defendants had listened to news from enemy stations such as 
Radio Moscow and the BBC and subsequently disseminated it.!°° 

Against the Swing Youth, the judiciary was least successful, for lack 
of suitable paragraphs in the statutes to indict them.'*! And thus what 
ultimately proved to be abject impotence on the part of the justice 
administrators turned out to be a triumph for the State police, as the 
circumstances of the Swings well demonstrate. As a police spokesman 
said in 1943: “If there is no law or if it does not suffice because, due to 
its origins, it perhaps does not express National Socialist convictions, 
then the security police may, nay must, step in.”!°” However, the police 
were in cahoots with the SS, and Himmler’s racist ideology ruled both. 
Therefore, racialist indictments were applied against those wayward 
youths whose misdemeanors eluded the judicial norms. 

This development had begun as early as November 1933, when pre- 
ventive police custody provisions allowed all police organs to intern 
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suspects in concentration camps without being authorized by the 
courts. Because the legal liability age had just been lowered, teenagers 
were potentially at risk.'° In December of 1937 Reich Interior Minis- 
ter Wilhelm Frick, the nominal superior of Himmler and his law 
enforcers, announced that the criminal police now had the right to 
take into preventive custody entirely new population groups defined as 
racially undesirable asocials, who would include vagrants, beggars, 
prostitutes, and chronic alcoholics—this at a time when cliques and 
gangs had begun to surface.!*4 After the beginning of the war, at the 
turn of 1940, jurists came to agree with representatives of the police 
that the judiciary should hand over youths to them in cases where it 
was obvious “that it was not worth the effort at socialization.”!» Hitler 
himself re-emphasized the prerogative of the police when he decided in 
August of 1941 that unruly juveniles, incapable of reform by the jus- 
tice system at the age of nineteen, should not be allowed to go free, but 
should be committed to a concentration camp, guarded by Himmler’s 
SS.1°° In November 1943 the deliberations of 1940-41 were formal- 
ized when the Ordinance Regarding the Simplification of Youth Penal- 
ization stipulated that any recalcitrant youth while in indefinite 
detention as decreed by the courts could be transferred to the police for 
further treatment, to so-called youth protection camps.'*” 

These youth protection camps or Jugendschutzlager were special 
concentration camps for juveniles and were the original creation and 
exclusive domain of Himmler’s police and SS. They came to symbolize 
the supremacy assumed by the police apparatus in all matters of youth 
discipline. Ideologically, they were rooted in a key interest on the part 
of principal police administrators, in particular Himmler, in race biol- 
ogy, especially eugenics. This interest led to the establishment of a 
Criminal-Biological Office in Berlin police headquarters by December 
1941. Institutionally, the youth protection camps represented a further 
triumph of the police executive in its overall struggle for total auton- 
omy in matters of jurisprudence and the penal system; ideologically, 
they signified the supremacy of Nazi racist dogma in the country’s edu- 
cational processes. 
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The Police Ordinance to combat cliques of March 1940 had come 
about after a consensus between Hermann Goring, Goebbels, Frick, 
and Himmler that “very tough youth laws” would be needed, as 
Goebbels laconically put it in early February.'** Thereafter SS General 
Arthur Nebe, the head of the criminal police under Himmler’s police 
superintendent Reinhard Heydrich, took steps to interpret the Ordi- 
nance entirely in accordance with the law-enforcement visions of the 
police and SS, without any heed to the judiciary.'*’ As a first result, 
male Swings in Hamburg considered to be racially degenerate ring- 
leaders were arrested by the Gestapo, in collaboration with their school 
directors, in the fall of 1940. The Swings were brutally interrogated 
in the local Stadthaus jail and were sent, without intercession by the 
judiciary, to the municipal penal camp of Fuhlsbiittel.!°° Similar au- 
tonomous police action was initiated against the Swings of Frankfurt, 
the so-called Harlem Gang, shortly thereafter.'°! Subsequently, when- 
ever a member of the Swings was not released after three weeks in 
investigative police custody, Heydrich’s police headquarters in Berlin 
automatically pronounced it “protective custody,” meaning arbitrary 
detention at the whim of the police captors.' As for the Edelweiss 
Pirates, some who had not yet been tried and sentenced by a law court 
were single-handedly committed by the Gestapo to a special “work 
and education camp” in 1941-42, one that outsiders, because of its 
appearance and rigorous drill routines, took to be a sort of concentra- 
tion camp.'° Socially and racially suspect offenders like Fritz Molden 
from Vienna were snatched from the courts and stuck into punitive SS 
battalions; in Molden’s case it was a unit that had to explore dangerous 
moors on the eastern front to test their safety in partisan warfare, a 
mission during which several of these involuntary young scouts were 
sucked down to their deaths.!©4 

Meanwhile, in early January 1942 Axmann had issued his plea to 
Himmler to make an example of the most offensive Swing members. 
Himmler replied on January 26 that he agreed to the need to act ruth- 
lessly and that he had given the necessary orders. Indeed, he had 
already written to Heydrich that all previous actions by the police had 
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so far constituted “half measures”’—an unmistakable reference to what 
he considered to be the limitations dictated by the Police Ordinance of 
March 1940. He now wanted Heydrich to send the obvious kingpins, 
the most depraved boys and girls, to concentration camps for a mini- 
mum of two to three years.'° Thus beginning in 1942, Swings over 
age twenty were incarcerated without trial in the camps of Auschwitz, 
Buchenwald, Neuengamme, Theresienstadt, Nordhausen, Bergen- 
Belsen, and Sachsenhausen.!°° Among them were the Madlung sisters 
and Helga Ronn’s future sister-in-law, Ursula Nielsen.'°” Nor was 
Himmler only thinking of the Swings. In December 1942 the Gestapo 
caught 320 Edelweisspiraten in a dragnet, all in Diisseldorf, Duisburg, 
Essen, and Wuppertal, and detained 130 of them.'° Two years later 
the Pirates of Cologne-Ehrenfeld, collaborators of “racially inferior” 
Slavic conscript workers, would be strung up by Gestapo agents with- 
out ever having been tried in a court of law.! 

The youth protection camps of Moringen, for younger boys, and 
Uckermark, for teenage girls, were the brainchild of SS and Police 
Colonel Paul Werner; they were shaped by and became race-eugenic 
experimental sites for the psychiatrist Robert Ritter. Werner influenced 
his boss, General Nebe, and Nebe then prevailed upon Heydrich and 
Himmler to organize these camps. It is virtually certain that Werner 
himself had already been influenced by the eugenically obsessed Ritter, 
with whom the one-time chicken farmer Himmler saw eye to eye.'”° 
Born in 1901 and socialized in the fiercely nationalistic and anti- 
Semitic Freikorps, Ritter had obtained a Ph.D. with a dissertation on 
pedagogy at the University of Munich in 1927. His thesis, “The Sexual 
Problem in Education,” showed an early interest in procreation and 
racially oriented eugenics; throughout his career the family man Ritter, 
who kept Eva Justin, his blond female assistant, as his mistress, was 
obsessed with sex and promiscuity among young women. In May 
1930 Ritter’s eugenic focus led him to a medical doctorate in Heidel- 
berg, where his dissertation concentrated on heredity. Thereafter, he 
performed a postdoctoral practicum at the racist-oriented Burghélzli 
psychiatric institution near Zurich, and later in August 1932 he 
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worked as an assistant in the psychiatric wing of the university hospital 
in Tiibingen, where he was concerned with hereditary factors in the 
development of “asocial youths.”!7! 

By the mid-1930s Ritter, now a senior university physician groom- 
ing himself for an academic chair, had singled out Sinti and Roma and 
related vagrants, the so-called Jenische, as his new objects of study. As 
he laid out in his book, Ein Menschenschlag, the Jenische in Germany 
had historically been asocial, the “refuse of bourgeois society.” Because 
they were congenitally of bad blood, which led to a variety of social 
misbehaviors, they were racial misfits and could not be reformed. Rit- 
ter intimated that sterilization of the current descendants of these 
groups—whom he alleged to be seeing daily as adolescents in his med- 
ical practice—by the sterilization law of July 1933 was the only solu- 
tion to an obvious social evil, particularly since young jenische women 
had always exhibited an extraordinary degree of sexual promiscuity.'”7 
In 1936 Ritter was appointed director of the newly created Research 
Institute for Eugenics and Population Biology (Rassenhygienische und 
Bevolkerungspolitische Forschungsstelle) within the Reich Health 
Office under Interior Minister Frick, to research and take stock of the 
entire asocial, vagrant, and criminal population of the Reich. Thus Rit- 
ter became the Reich’s foremost expert on the group popularly known 
as Gypsies and Gypsy-related bands. During the war he created what 
amateur eugenicist Himmler and the police would view as the scien- 
tific basis for the concentration and extermination of tens of thousands 
of Sinti and Roma, mostly in Auschwitz.'74 

In his capacity as a race-hygiene-oriented physician of increasing 
importance, Ritter became acquainted and soon collaborated with 
other physicians of the same scientific persuasion, as well as with crim- 
inal biologists, lawyers, and representatives of the police. All of these 
believed, like him, that physical or psychological disorders in certain 
groups of people in the Reich occurred independently of the environ- 
ment, but instead were genetic and therefore irreparable. This nature- 
versus-nurture debate had of course been going on universally since 
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Darwin, but in Germany it had increasingly defined the medical 
Zeitgeist as racist, a view that held sway over all the leading National 
Socialists. !”4 

While in Berlin, Ritter came into close contact with Professor Fer- 
dinand von Neureiter, who was then the director of the Criminal- 
Biological Research Office in the Reich Health Office. Neureiter 
defined “criminal biology” as serving the aims of both the criminal law 
and hereditary race science, as Germans now understood it. The aim of 
criminal-biological research was to devise punitive programs, with the 
dual purpose of “atonement for the misdeed and removal or neutraliza- 
tion of criminal dispositions and tendencies.” Hence this respected 
scholar helped to furnish the biological foundations for the retributive 
justice of the Nazis, which sought to protect the racial community 
rather than resocialize the wrongdoers. “Born criminals” were to be 
detected and permanently isolated from the healthy Volksgemein- 
schafi.'’° Ritter also got to know Heinrich Wilhelm Kranz, a less than 
credible ophthalmologist posing as a race hygienist at Giessen Univer- 
sity. Kranz was working on a law for the permanent marginalization 
and isolation of Gemeinschafisunfahige, or community aliens, meaning 
over a million persons deemed race-biologically unfit to be members of 
Nazi society, and suggesting their eventual liquidation.!”° Ritter’s views 
at the time corresponded with those of an established Kiel University 
jurist, Professor Friedrich Schaffstein, a man much worried about the 
Swings, who held that while perhaps not all juvenile criminals were 
“biologically inferior,” it was without question that “the tremendous 
significance of genetic factors in the criminality of youth has been cor- 
roborated by the more recent hereditary-biological research.” The fac- 
tor of punishment in the criminal justice system for the young, 
Schaffstein stated, had the important function of “removing the 
unworthy youths from the community.”!”7 

One of the higher-placed policemen in the capital who was follow- 
ing Ritter’s exploits closely at the time and came to admire them to the 
point of emulation was Colonel Paul Werner, Nebe’s delegate for the 
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fight against youth crime in the Reich. Inspired by the eugenist-racist 
atmosphere, Werner developed into a racially motivated police extrem- 
ist. Thus he came to believe that a future law for the treatment of 
Gemeinschafisunfihige would aid the police leadership decisively in its 
long-standing quest for power over defendants without the cumber- 
some recourse to the judiciary.!”° Moreover, his extremist ideas regard- 
ing the prevention of crime before it was allowed to happen meshed 
with extremist views regarding the prevention of disease by some of 
Ritter’s radical colleagues. For them, to be healthy was a duty and to be 
sick a crime: both concepts shared the same race-biological underpin- 
nings.'”? In analogy to those Nazi physicians who would have liked to 
kill their patients in order to extinguish all diseases, Werner, who was 
convinced that most youth crimes were the consequence of heredi- 
tary predispositions, wished to eradicate crime by eliminating the 
criminals.'8° This accorded with the theories of Dr. Ritter in regard to 
Jenische, Gypsies, and wayward youth, and gained Himmler’s whole- 
hearted approval. Thus in the summer of 1941, Werner and Nebe 
agreed to appoint Ritter to the newly established Criminal-Biological 
Office in Himmler’s police bureaucracy.'*! 

At that time, the youth protection camp for boys in Moringen near 
G6ttingen had already been set up. It had been established in August 
1940 at the site of a former concentration camp under the guard of 
Death Head’s units of the Waffen-SS. Male adolescents from thirteen 
to twenty-one could be sent there after arrest by the police, having 
bypassed judicial procedures. As in adult concentration camps, their 
stay was for an indefinite period; releases to the front lines, or, on 
reaching twenty-one, to regular concentration camps, were the norm; 
“a genuine conditional discharge is not usual.” Inmates were to be 
tended to by “Educators,” school teachers incorporated in the SS. But 
there was little for them to learn, for they had to slave in nearby war- 
related industries, including an underground munitions factory, seven 
days a week, with one Sunday off every month. They were subjected to 
a regimen of brutal punishments, including solitary confinement for 
extended periods as well as beatings. !*” 
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Of nearly 1,400 boys who were in Moringen until March 1945, 
close to a hundred died, many of hunger and tuberculosis. Several 
damaged their feet because of inadequate footwear. In August 1942 
even the SS physician in charge, who had been trying to treat all kinds 
of infections, warned that less work would be performed and more 
boys would die “unless the diet is immediately improved.” A number 
of boys were shot while trying to escape, and at least one was beaten to 
death during a public caning ritual. Bed wetters were concentrated in 
one barracks and were awakened first every two hours, then every hour 
during the night; they were forced to wear “penis clamps.” Everyone 
got up at 5:00 A.M. and then worked for eleven hours. Mail could be 
sent out and received only twice a month.!®° 

The camp for “fallen girls” was established at Uckermark in June of 
1942, a stone’s throw from Ravensbriick, northeast of Berlin, Himm- 
ler’s concentration camp for women, where the terrible Irma Grese 
was then being trained. Again the guards were SS men, and the SS 
physician-on-duty came from Ravensbriick. Living and work condi- 
tions in Uckermark were very similar to those in Moringen, as were the 
hours. Some work details tried to convert swamps into meadows, while 
others were assisting farmers in the fields. Nutrition was so bad that 
some girls ate leaves from the trees; dysentery was common. Vicious 
guard dogs posed a particular danger here, maiming more than one 
girl. As one inmate remembers: “The camp commander was even 
worse than the Devil, this was Satan incarnate . . . I also was in Ausch- 
witz, but for me, Uckermark was worse.”!*4 It was emphasized by the 
authorities that the main reason for the girls’ incarceration was their 
uncontrolled sexuality, which led to immorality and endangered the 
biological integrity of the Volk.!®° 

This reference provides an important clue as to why Police Colonel 
Werner's friend, the race- and sex-obsessed Robert Ritter, was con- 
stantly present in both camps and why in fact he helped define the var- 
ious categories of inmates, of whom, altogether, less than 8 percent 
could ever hope to be freed.'8° Ritter was classifying youths according 
to the criteria of heredity versus milieu, which in the great majority of 
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cases meant that the suspects were judged to be socially incorrigible on 
genetic grounds. On the basis of the biopolitical philosophy of the pro- 
posed law against community aliens—a law constantly reconceived yet 
never enacted—these renegades were preordained for a lifetime of 
incarceration, or death. Thus they were viewed in close analogy to the 
Sinti and Roma whom Ritter had been studying previously and con- 
tinued to examine, effectively marking them for genocide. Indeed, in 
Moringen Ritter was keeping “Gypsies and part-Gypsies, a few par- 
tially Jewish and even two Negro bastards.” A few Sinti were also in 
Uckermark. The issue of sexuality was crucial, because by Ritter’s rea- 
soning it provided both the explanation for disobedient behavior 
among juveniles within Nazi society and the potential for those juve- 
niles’ misbegotten progeny. Once the full range of community-alien 
Germans from the asocial to the criminal had been defined using race- 
scientific techniques in the Nazi mold, criminal biology, as it was cur- 
rently anchored within Himmler’s police, would assist in keeping the 
Nazi master race wholesome and pure.'®” 

Thus it is not surprising that among the individual unreformable 
“misfits” who were inmates in Moringen and Uckermark, such as those 
notoriously contemptuous of HJ membership, there also were clutches 
of those Blasen and Edelweisspiraten whose asocial behavior had not 
been legally felonious and who, by default, became prey for the police. 
Moreover, Swings in their teens were conspicuous in these camps after 
1941, as hardly any of their crimes were legally indictable—they had 
not, for instance, stolen property or beaten up Hitler Youths. The 
Swings’ sexual profligacy predestined them as candidates for detention 
for the sake of the racially pure community, but also as subjects for 
eugenic-experimental scrutiny, to serve Ritter and his expert team.'*8 

The girls eventually disgorged by Uckermark would spend the rest 
of their lives trying to adjust to a society of Germans still ruled by 
views such as Schaffstein’s; for decades people refused to acknowledge 
the evil of an institution whose mission they mistakenly understood to 
have been social correction. The once beautiful Helga Rénn, for 
instance, who like Irma Grese had wanted to become an actress, 


Dissidents and Rebels 165 


emerged from Uckermark broken in spirit and in body. Unable to re- 
main in Hamburg facing ordinary Germans, she married a British sol- 
dier and became a housewife in England, never realizing her dreams.!*? 
Boys conscripted to the front lines from Moringen usually were ex- 
posed to direct enemy fire and did not survive for long. Ironically, that 
fate in war was shared by many of their contemporaries who, until in- 
duction into the armed forces, had tried, as best they could, to live up 
to the ideals of the Hitler Youth. 

In retrospect, one can view the dissent and resistance of these youth, 
individuals, and groups, as diverse as they were, in terms of their social 
background, the effectiveness of their actions, their political motiva- 
tion, and their readiness for ultimate self-sacrifice. Socially, they came 
from all strata of German society—the Blasen from the lumpen prole- 
tariat, the Meuten and Edelweisspiraten from the proletariat and lower 
middle class, and the Swings and White Rose members mostly from 
the upper classes. Some individuals, like Ernst Jiinger Jr., might be 
elite; others, like Helmuth Hiibener and Walter Klingenbeck, came 
from the lower rungs of society. In that sense these dissidents reflected 
the social structure of the all-inclusive Hitler Youth they were trying to 
avoid. The efficacy of their activities was null, no matter what their 
means of opposition—whether they only tried to elude the control of 
the HJ by staying away, as did the Swings, or were more proactive like 
the Blasen, who tried to sabotage HJ property, or whether they sought 
to engage the HJ in skirmishes, a favorite pastime of the Edelweiss- 
piraten. Even the mass distribution of anti-regime flyers by the White 
Rose merely established a post-1945 legacy of heroism for this group, 
but did not change the regime. Differences in political motivation 
reflect on the moral quality of these individuals and groups and pro- 
vide a better premise for historical judgments of the HJ: the higher 
such a motive, the starker the relief in which the fundamentally crimi- 
nal character of Hitler’s youth bands would appear—as criminal as the 
dictatorship that had spawned them. This issue is related to the larger 
one of self-sacrifice, for the more noble the motive, the more prepared 
the dissidents would be to give their own lives. In this arena, the 
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Swings and Blasen obviously have no place, for they lived by the pleas- 
ure principle and just viewed HJ members as obstacles to their desires. 
It was only the members of the White Rose group who undertook their 
disruptive actions against Nazi society with the clear prior knowledge 
that they might not survive. Because most of them once had been loyal 
HJ members, their very existence amounts to a devastating commen- 
tary on the Hitler Youth, the first Nazi body to disappoint them; the 
HJ was unable to retain the loyalty of what were racially exemplary 
young Germans, in its relentless quest to generate the Third Reich’s 
future elite. 


Hitler’ at War 


Historical records acquaint us with the life histories of two contempo- 
raries, Herbert Taege and Claus von Amsberg, who were HJ members 
and subsequently fought in the war. Herbert Taege was born in 
Magdeburg, a mid-size town in Saxe-Anhalt, in September 1921, the 
son of a minor postal official. He joined the Hitler Youth as a Gymna- 
sium student in March 1933, six weeks after Hitler’s coming to power. 
Before that he had been in the German Boy Scouts, under the biindisch 
label. In the Hitler Youth Taege rose through the ranks, until on the 
first day of World War II he became a Nazi Party member at the age of 
eighteen. Simultaneously, he volunteered for the field-gray Waffen-SS, 
the armed branch of the general, black-shirted SS. Wounded at the 
front in 1940, he was transferred to the SS Death Head’s unit at 
Dachau concentration camp, where he served as a guard. By 1943 he 
was in an SS tank division in Warsaw, at the time when the Warsaw 
Ghetto was being liquidated. In December of that year, an internal 
review characterized the young lieutenant as “physically very able, of 
honest character and open, and capable of good judgment.” His 
knowledge of tank armor was judged sufficient and his acquaintance 
with Nazi ideology “far above average.” This verdict was reinforced in 
the summer of 1944, when his superiors stated that “as a leader in the 
Hitler Youth, SS-Untersturmfiihrer Taege showed particularly good ide- 
ological direction. One of his strong points was to represent National 
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Socialist military values with candor and conviction.”! After the war 
Taege settled in West Germany and founded Ascania, a neo-Nazi pub- 
lishing firm, in which he printed his outpourings about the glory of the 
former Hitler Youth, as well as other Hitler-friendly literature.’ 

Claus von Amsberg was born in September 1926 on his parents 
estate near Hamburg. Ten years later, upon entering Gymnasium, he 
too, like most of his peers, joined the Hitler Youth. Then in 1943, 
when he was sixteen, he was drafted into the ranks of the Flakhelfer, 
juveniles who were forced to serve as cannoneers in artillery emplace- 
ments. His artillery setup was with a Navy unit near the strategically 
important seaport of Kiel. Von Amsberg was fortunate not to be hit by 
enemy bombs, and in the summer of 1944 he was drafted into the 
Wehrmacht. He was trained for tank service, and from March to May 
1945 fought with a panzer division in Merano, northern Italy. There 
the U.S. Army captured him, and he spent time as a POW in Brescia 
and England. By December 1945 he was a free man; as a former Hitler 
Youth, he had to undergo formal denazification in order to attend uni- 
versity. Having repeated his Abitur, the final Gymnasium examination, 
in 1947, von Amsberg studied law in Hamburg, and after graduation 
in 1956 he joined the West German Foreign Service. After stays in the 
United States, Central America, and Africa he was posted to Bonn, 
where in 1964 he met the Dutch Crown Princess Beatrix. They fell in 
love and were married in March of 1966, whereby von Amsberg 
became Prince Claus of the Netherlands. When his wife inherited the 
throne in 1980, Claus became, officially, her Prince Consort. At first 
the new prince had not been welcome in Holland because of his Nazi 
past, although the authorities had smoothed his path. Two things are 
noteworthy about Amsberg’s new career in Holland. He dedicated all 
of his energies to furthering international peace and, especially, health 
and economic improvements in the Third World. Although this 
together with his personal modesty and charm soon endeared him to 
the Dutch public, he fell victim to severe depression. This got worse 
with age, and for long stretches he had to be hospitalized. Toward the 
end of his life, Amsberg developed heart trouble, Alzheimer’s disease, 
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and cancer. He died of pneumonia on October 6, 2002, much mourned 
by the people.? 

What Herbert Taege and Claus von Amsberg have in common is 
their service in the Hitler Youth as teenagers and, subsequently, 
extended military training and active duty in the field. But what sets 
them apart, not counting birth and social station, is the quality of 
moral judgment governing their respective Nazi careers. Taege turned 
out to be a fanatical follower of the National Socialist creed and conse- 
quently, as a Holocaust denier, became an evil person. Von Amsberg, 
on the other hand, suffered from his involvement with Nazism and 
attempted to atone for it through his engagement with underdeveloped 
countries; a credible medical diagnosis at the time held that feelings of 
personal guilt contributed significantly to his steadily worsening 
melancholia. 

The question of responsibility and even guilt looms large in a study 
of Hitler Youths, who, after years of military training, some of it ini- 
tially camouflaged, were being asked to fight and kill in a real war. It is 
difficult to assess the individual moral guilt of young men like Taege 
and Amsberg and the millions of their comrades who served in the 
Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS. But questions of complicity do arise, and 
to make the task of dealing with them easier, it is helpful to have infor- 
mation about these youths’ ideological motivations or absence thereof 
for war, their attitudes when training in pre-combat HJ formations, 
voluntarily or not, the nature of their actions and reactions when in the 
field, and their reflections, if any, when defeated. Taken together, these 
questions assume significance against the backdrop of historians’ de- 
pictions of the role of German soldiers especially in the European East, 
and in particular where conventional military history touches on, and 
becomes intertwined with, the newer history of the Holocaust. 

A related question is the issue of a conceptual division between the 
Wehrmacht and the SS, on which there have been two schools of 
thought. An earlier view maintained that the Waffen-SS fighting at the 
eastern front was almost exclusively responsible for any and all of the 
atrocities one heard about, against Jews or Soviet partisans, and that 
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the Wehrmacht was not. A second, more recent school has held that 
such a distinction is specious, in that—as one American historian 
maintains—virtually every young German was brought up through 
premilitary training to view Slavs and Jews as subhumans to be merci- 
lessly killed, and this was the one thing that propelled them at the 
fronts.4 

With qualifications, there is much to be said for the arguments of 
this second school. Today we know that the Wehrmacht was consider- 
ably more in accord with the SS’s lethal objectives toward Jews than its 
postwar representatives cared to acknowledge for years, and that its 
cruel treatment of partisans, prisoners of war, or hostages was dictated 
by contempt for, if not abject hatred of, humans other than those of 
“Nordic” blood.’ Only recently, the German public was again reminded 
that in September 1943 ordinary German troops executed approxi- 
mately 5,000 Italians who had been cornered on the Greek island of 
Kephallenia. This was a Nazi reprisal after Mussolini’s fall in July of 
that year and the refusal by Italian General Antonio Gandin to follow 
German orders to disarm his troops.° 

On the other hand, despite the millions who cheered on their 
armies’ advance, there is evidence that young German soldiers, even in 
the SS, were horrified by what they saw and what they were ordered to 
do. And indeed, in the Wehrmacht, it is unlikely that every recruit 
fought with enthusiasm for the Nazi goals the way he had been 
instructed beforehand in the Hitler Youth. Especially in the later years 
of mounting defeat, many soldiers fought desperately, once they were 
at the front, because in the face of disaster all around them, they 
became afraid for their lives; they just wanted to get out and survive. 
“We have to meet again, I just cannot imagine that I will have to die so 
soon,” wrote a desperate ex-HJ leader to his girlfriend from the Hun- 
garian front.’ That did not necessarily make their fight more humane 
or their responsibility less grave.® Still, even in view of the enthusiasm 
of all their dyed-in-the-wool Nazi comrades, a number of factors warn 
us not to engage in quick generalizations regarding trigger-happy post- 
HJ youths. One is that a horror of being sent to the eastern front evi- 
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dently caused an increase in suicides among young soldiers after 1941.? 
Second, Himmler and his staff, in a progressively uncoordinated Nazi 
administration, experienced ever greater difficulties in the recruitment 
of Hitler Youth candidates for service in the Waffen-SS, a service that 
was becoming less popular as the war dragged on. Third, in order to 
embed National Socialist dogma more deeply in the Wehrmacht at the 
fronts, special Nazi indoctrination officers (NS-Fiihrungsoffiziere) had 
to be employed—amirror images of the Red Army political commis- 
sars.'° Finally, there were young Wehrmacht officers who attempted to 
stem the tide, as did the members of the White Rose on the home 
front. One officer who tried and eventually remained in Russian cap- 
tivity was Wilm Hosenfeld, the Wehrmacht captain who allowed Jew- 
ish Warsaw Ghetto escapee Wladyslaw Szpilman to go free after hearing 
him play Chopin’s Nocturne in C-sharp minor, as Roman Polanski’s 
film The Pianist so movingly portrays.'! 

The corollary to an over-reporting of the criminality of young sol- 
diers at the fronts is an under-exposure of the suffering of civilian 
young people back home in the Reich, as the war theater closed in on 
them and many were expelled from Germany's eastern provinces. In 
the shadow of the Holocaust, such suffering is a delicate subject, espe- 
cially because reactionary postwar German historians used it as a 
counterweight to the pain inflicted on the Jews, thus attempting to 
exonerate Germans.!* But in 2002 when Nobel laureate Giinter Grass, 
himself a HJ Pimpf at ten, a Flakhelfer at fifteen, and a tank gunner at 
seventeen, memorialized thousands of German casualties resulting 
from the advance of the Russians, the majority of them young people, 
in East Prussia in early 1945, he had a different purpose in mind. 
Because he wished to help in “documenting these terrible, barbaric 
expulsions,” he wrote about the torpedoing and sinking of the Wilhelm 
Gustloff by Russians near Gotenhafen (Gdynia) on January 30, 1945, 
with a loss of approximately 8,000 lives. Among the fatalities were hun- 
dreds of young Wehrmacht female helpers (Wehrmachtshelferinnen) 
and a thousand young sailors en route to Kiel for new submarine 
duty.'? As the judicious South African J. M. Coetzee, a more recent 
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Nobel Prize winner, has observed, the Social Democrat Grass, long 
a critic of Nazism, felt freer than most to enter the ongoing debate 
about silence and silencing. For Grass was assuming, “in a character- 
istically cautious and nuanced way, a position that until recently only 
the radical right has dared to champion in public: that ordinary Ger- 
mans—not just those who perished in the camps or died opposing 
Hitler—have a claim to be numbered among the victims of World 
War II.”!4 In agreement with this, John Updike has written that Grass 
laudably called attention “to assaults on the reeling Third Reich 
that neither the victors nor the defeated victims were motivated to 
publicize.” !° 


Elation and Disenchantment 


When war broke out in early September 1939, former Hitler Youths 
aged eighteen or older found themselves as members of the Wehr- 
macht, helping to advance the German front against Poland. Their 
attitude was characterized by a boundless optimism that Germany 
would achieve quick victory, the view of an external enemy deserving 
of defeat as inferiors—as ideology in the Hitler Youth had dictated for 
years—and a sense of attachment to the younger HJ comrades whom 
they had left behind. This initial enthusiasm was so powerful as to 
stifle a sense of their own loss—the sudden death of a comrade or their 
own war injuries. The long-held images of the enemy were corrobo- 
rated for these young soldiers—in the case of the Poles as slovenly and 
cruel, often civilians caught red-handed and shot as the accused prewar 
killers of ethnic Germans on Polish soil, and in the case of Jews as sub- 
human, with their beards and caftans and their dwellings in cramped, 
unsightly shtedl or large-town ghettos.!° As Karl Kreutzer, a corporal 
and former local HJ leader from Heidelberg, wrote home in November 
to a friend, then still serving in the Hitler Youth and aching to rush to 
the front: “I am overjoyed that you believe in the proud Wehrmacht.” 
For “a soldier’s faith in victory is always fortified whenever he sees that 
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the loved ones at home believe in him, he who is out there day and 
night in order to protect us all.”!7 

This pattern was repeated during the campaigns in Norway and 
Denmark in April and May of 1940, although the enemy here, with 
their blond and “Germanic” appearance, was thought to be so re- 
spectable as to be worthy of assimilation.'® The darker-haired French, 
however, uprooted by the Wehrmacht a few weeks later, fared worse by 
the Germans’ racial standards, if still better than the eastern foes. 
Young soldiers conditioned in the HJ as recently as a few months ear- 
lier were apt to describe the French as a derelict people, “indifferent, 
deferential and dumb” in the countryside, yet morally decadent and 
sexually depraved in the cities, especially Paris.’? In the capital, the 
epitome of corruption was observed, for example “Negroes who walk 
arm-in-arm with white French women and who sit with them in the 
street cafés,” to the point where, as one enlisted youth insisted, he 
couldn't “approve of that!”*? To a greater or lesser degree, such self- 
righteousness extended to other areas and populations, giving these 
adolescents the certitude of being masters of a vanquished land, 
whether it be Denmark or France, let alone Poland. They felt organi- 
cally bonded to a master race and, in the occupied countries and after 
intermittent bursts of fighting, thought they were entitled to a “mas- 
ter’s life.”*! In this Manichean world view, they were at the summit, 
and at the nadir were the Jews, who were said to have no right to life: 
“As one watches these people one gets the impression that they really 
have no justification whatsoever to exist on God’s earth.””” 

Fueled by easy Blitzkrieg victories and agreeable occupation tasks in 
northern and western Europe during 1939-40, the German euphoria 
continued after the Nazi surprise attack on the Soviet Union on June 
22, 1941. As more than three million Wehrmacht soldiers moved rap- 
idly into Russia on three broad fronts—a northern, a central, and a 
southern one—the dynamics of easy conquest during the summer and 
autumn heightened the sense of superiority even of Hitler’s youngest 
soldiers. In these naive young men’s minds, fighting for an early “Final 
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Victory” in what was originally conceived as yet another lightning war 
was an article of faith.” “Since 2 o'clock in the morning we are at war 
with the Russians,” wrote former Hitler Youth Hellmut to his parents 
on June 22, “and I am proud to be a part of this.””4 

Certain obstacles tended to dampen this conqueror mentality, but 
they were either suppressed in a state of denial or compensated for with 
the simple yet tangible rewards that war booty afforded. The most 
common palliatives were satisfying food and drink obtained from 
farmsteads or occupied estates, at a time when feasts were rare, but also 
clothing, especially as the Russians were discovered to have the more 
effective winter gear.” 

By far the most serious impediment to an optimistic soldier’s for- 
tune was the figure of the Russian fighter himself, whose vitality and 
supremacy in numbers had not been expected but were soon palpable. 
In defeating this peril, psychological crutches helped. Hitler publicly 
called the Russians “swamp humans.””° The HJ’s own inbred stereo- 
type of the racially inferior, primitive “Iwans,” said to be Slavs mixed 
with Jewish and Asiatic elements (the Germans soon learned to con- 
flate anything Russian with “Mongol”), helped to temper the fear of 
the enemy. This was reinforced by the wretched-looking Red Army 
POWs the Germans encountered early in the campaign; more than 
three million of them were captured already in the fall.?” Even dead 
Russians spotted in a ditch presented a picture of “most miserable sol- 
diers,” wrote one of the former HJ boys in June; they reminded him of 
“croaked cattle.” Another one observed about the Russian POWs, 
“Hardly ever do you see the face of a person who seems rational and 
intelligent. They all look emaciated and the wild, half-crazy look in 
their eyes makes them appear like imbeciles.”** A young officer seeing 
starving, thirsty prisoners trying to lap up rainwater from the street 
pavement viewed this as proof of some lower form of life.?? Almost 
from the start of “Operation Barbarossa’—the Nazi code name for the 
Russian campaign—many of the youthful soldiers would guard thou- 
sands of these Slavs at a time, cooped up in vast prisoner-of-war camps, 
where the Russians were left to themselves to die, usually of hunger 
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and thirst and sometimes after acts of cannibalism.*? (During the 
entire eastern campaign, the Wehrmacht would capture 5.7 million 
Red Army soldiers, of whom 3.3 million perished.)*! Hence the very 
comparison of the lives of the Russian adversaries with their own con- 
vinced young German soldiers of their superiority and furnished them 
with a raison d’étre for continued conquest. They adhered to the offi- 
cial mantra “that one German infantry soldier was worth ten or twelve 
Russians,” or that Russians expected to be treated brutally because they 
were the product of a brutal environment.*” The alleged brutality 
of Russians was typically substantiated after German comrades had 
been found mutilated, “hands tied, their ears, tongues, noses and geni- 
talia cut off,” as was observed in Tarnopol.*? Members of a cultured, 
morally superior nation like Germany, it was implied after such grue- 
some finds, would not stoop to commit such deeds. Indeed, for most 
young men this belief was a fantasy they preferred to uphold even after 
they had witnessed and perhaps participated in the torture and murder 
of partisans and Jews. 

Jews could be Soviet soldiers, and at the beginning of the Russian 
campaign Hitler proclaimed the “Commissar Order,” stipulating that 
any Red Army political commissar, all of whom were automatically 
assumed to be Jews, should be summarily shot when captured.** But 
Jews could also be cunning partisans, in keeping with the image of the 
racial enemy par excellence, who were chased and killed by the SS- 
Einsatzgruppen, often with the regular Army’s cooperation and as a 
weirdly attractive spectacle for young conscripted soldiers. Eyewit- 
nesses have reported some form of “execution tourism,” where enlisted 
men would congregate to watch and sometimes ask to be allowed to 
assist in the murder of Jewish men, women, and children.*’ Among the 
Jewish men (but also some women), many were suspected of partisan 
activity, and since Stalin relied heavily on them in his defense of the 
motherland, it gave ex-Hitler Youth warriors great satisfaction in help- 
ing to destroy them.*° This spurred their ideas about eventually assum- 
ing high German office in the vanquished East, in particular becoming 
the lords of expansive Wehrbauern settlements.*” 
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But despite all the success and satisfaction in the first campaigns— 
including one in North Africa and another in the Balkans—things 
were beginning to become undone for Germany’s young soldiers, as 
new cohorts from the Hitler Youth entered the armed forces until early 
1945, some as young as sixteen.*® One source of discontent was a du- 
plication of the pre-combat drill they had experienced in the HJ and 
had engaged in again for years during regular service as well as in spe- 
cialty institutions such as the Adolf Hitler Schools. The premilitary 
training in the armed forces endured until the very end of the Third 
Reich, even though the HJ had stepped up its own training after 1935, 
with the introduction of conscription, and in 1938, several months 
before the war. During all this time there was no coordination between 
HJ leaders and Army officers as to which military exercises would 
make sense at the HJ level up to age eighteen, thereafter to be intensi- 
fied and complemented by Army trainers prior to actual war duty. 
Moreover, apart from the necessary technical routines, such as learning 
how to scale walls and to use various firearms, the HJ recruits were 
unhappy with the psychological torture drills indulged in by Army ser- 
geants and the nasty peer hazing for the sake of “character building”; 
they had already come to resent these insults under Schirach and 
Axmann. Such experiences began to erode morale in the Wehrmacht, 
apart from incrementally discrediting the legacy of the Hitler Youth in 
these young men’s minds. 

Wehrmacht inductees like the eighteen-year-old Erich Albertsen, 
who had already had more than his share of a punishing regimen in the 
Hitler Youth, had to march for long stretches in a heavy uniform, often 
wearing a gas mask as well. He and others had to scrub the barracks 
floors with toothbrushes and clean up lockers repeatedly, after they had 
been soiled with ashes by their drill sergeants. Any small oversight 
would lead to punitive exercises.*? Jiirgen Peiffer had to climb up trees 
with his gas mask on, and then sing, “It is so nice to be a Soldier.” 
Often these chores had to be senselessly repeated when the men were 
on sick leave.*° As had been the practice in the HJ, Ralf Roland 
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Ringler, training to become an officer, was forced to jump into the 
water from a 10-meter board; others who could not swim, rather than 
being taught that skill, were ousted in disgrace.4! Hermann Melcher 
remembers the “Masked Ball,” when for an hour or so Army recruits 
had to appear for roll call, only to be dismissed and told to reappear in 
a different outfit, always within three minutes.” In a drill as vicious as 
it was senseless, young soldiers had to dig holes in the ground to hide 
in, minutes before tanks would move over them, liable to crush them if 
the holes were dug badly. That was a form of chicanery not in the HJ’s 
training arsenal.4? Some of these exercises continued for weeks, even 
months on end, for soldiers who were eager to get to the fronts to 
defend their country.“ 

Moreover, the fortunes of war itself were changing, starting with 
September of 1941. It was then that the Wehrmacht’s advances in Rus- 
sia were slowed by an unexpectedly early rainfall, followed by a harsh 
and sudden winter, which created mud and then ice and snow for 
which the German soldiers and their armor were ill prepared. Now the 
numerical and technical inferiority of the German tanks as opposed to 
the Soviet ones was acutely felt. In November, the German troops 
were stopped some thirty miles outside of Moscow. By December it 
was clear that the Red Army was able to hold its own and actually 
launch a counter-offensive. Whereas Hitler's allies—Romania, Hun- 
gary, Italy—remained impotent, the United States, foolishly chal- 
lenged by Hitler after Pearl Harbor, became an ally to the British and 
the Free French, strengthening them militarily and morally. On 
December 16, Britain itself forged a difficult but tactically effective 
alliance agreement with the Soviet Union. Three days later Hitler 
accepted the resignation of his commander-in-chief of the Army, Gen- 
eral Walther von Brauchitsch, and assumed this role himself, to his 
ultimate detriment. One month earlier, General Erwin Rommel had 
been defeated for the first time by the British near Tobruk, North 
Africa, despite the fact that the Germans had diverted two hundred 
extra bombers to the African theater in 1940. As Gerhard L. Weinberg, 
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the foremost expert on the subject, has judged, by January 1942 the 
Germans’ martial specialty, “the whole concept of a Blitzkrieg, a light- 
ning war, had failed”— irrevocably as it turned out, and on all fronts.“ 

These setbacks and the ensuing more serious defeats had severe con- 
sequences for all of Nazi Germany’s soldiers and caused particularly 
grave harm and disillusionment for the younger ones among them, 
who almost without exception had come from the Hitler Youth, where 
the tone had been nothing but optimistic right into the high war years. 
Even while marching into battle, the young soldiers were extraordinar- 
ily taxed. One former Hitler Youth wrote of marching forty-five miles 
every day from Finland toward the northern Russian front, for several 
days on end: “Day and night. No sleep. Hardly a crust of bread.” This 
occurred during July with its short nights, “in wilderness, jungle, 
swamp and desert sand, under a scorching sun.”4” Food was frequently 
scarce, so that soldiers soon ate nearly everything, including potatoes 
fried in motor oil, which led to dysentery.“* Other scourges were mos- 
quitoes, especially in eastern and southeast Europe, and blood-sucking 
lice, which never disappeared.*” Helmut Nielsen from Kiel noted in 
May of 1940, advancing into Russia: “We are tired to the point of 
falling down. The only things keeping us awake are alcohol, nicotine 
and the never-ceasing, ear-shattering rage and roar of the flak.” All this 
had a numbing effect: “You can only act mechanically, you can’t think 
any more.”?? Shell shock and battle horror reduced many young sol- 
diers to automatons, and this got worse as the war progressed. One of 
them wrote home about a friend who had been in North Africa for 
twenty-three months without leave, always in the desert. During this 
time, his parents were killed in an air raid, his bride had betrayed him, 
and his brother had fallen at the eastern front.?! 

Actual battle for many former Hitler Youths, even with grueling war 
games behind them, turned out to be a rude awakening. When 
Friedrich Grupe had to join a dangerous advance detail in Russia in 
June 1941, he realized that this experience was rather different from 
the stories of World War I which he had read to his charges around the 


campfire; this was now “tough reality.” His commander had sent him 
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on a mission to find out whether the enemy was at the edge of the for- 
est and what weapons they possessed. During this mission, many men 
were lost.** Also at the Russian front from 1942 to 1944 was Kurt 
Meyer-Grell, a pilot in a Luftwaffe Special Operations Wing which 
dropped agents over enemy territory. “Every time I was shot down 
behind Russian lines I was prepared to shoot myself,” he recalls; “I had 
seen the remains of Stwka fliers who had been massacred by Russian 
soldiers, their stomachs slit open, and so on.”? His comrade Hans- 
Ulrich Greffrath, who was wounded for the fourth time in the spring 
of 1944 fighting Russian tanks hand-to-hand, had come across muti- 
lated Wehrmacht soldiers captured by the Russians, “without ears, 
without noses, without eyes. One of them was a very good friend of 
mine.”™4 

Indeed, no Hitler Youth war games could have prepared these young 
soldiers for the death and destruction they would now help to cause on 
a daily basis and would often fall victim to themselves. When Hitler 
spoke in his Reichstag address of October 6, 1939, of 10,572 men who 
had fallen during the Polish campaign, 314 of these had been full-time 
HJ leaders.*° Seeing the first dead or wounded of one’s own battalion 
was always a major jolt, until one became inured, although that only 
occurred after a multitude of terrors. A former Hitler Youth assigned to 
a tank division still has stark memories from the Russian front: “We are 
lying flat on the ground. All around us is a raging inferno. Those who 
have already been wounded once are being hit a second and third time. 
You can hear their whimpering. The commander of the tank in front 
of me has taken a bullet in the head, and his brains are running down 
his face. He’s running around in grotesque circles crying, ‘mother, 
mother.’ Finally, and almost mercifully, he is hit again by shrapnel and 
falls to the ground.”*° The lack of anonymity for these soldiers, fight- 
ing alongside their own friends, only increased the horror; this is what 
made partisan warfare so threatening, for it was always small bands of 
German soldiers who would be lured into an ambush, to be killed in 
the most gruesome manner, and then to be discovered by close com- 
rades. The feeling of complete impotence in the face of omnipresent 
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partisans was all-pervasive. Horst Lange tells of an incident near 
Gshatsk on the south Russian front in November 1941, when five par- 
tisans were caught and hanged. The next morning, a German soldier 
was found hanging right beside them.*” Nor was the carnage limited to 
Russia. In Greece, partisans specialized in killing members of the 
Wehrmacht occupation forces by throttling them from behind with 
steel wire.’ And such experiences were happening to ever-younger 
Hitler Youths who were drafted by 1944. When the invasion of Nor- 
mandy by the western Allies occurred in June of that year, it was the 
tanks of the Hitler Youth division “Hitlerjugend” that tried to stop 
them; these tanks then became coffins for thousands of young soldiers, 
often after they had been burned alive.*? 

Apart from physical injuries and death, there were psychological fac- 
tors that compounded the misery of these young soldiers and threat- 
ened to reduce their efficacy as cogs in Hitler’s war machine. As is true 
of soldiers at all times, worries about young wives and girlfriends back 
home did much to undermine front-line morale. With young German 
women feeling lonely and deserted, and sexually tempted by the con- 
scripted laborers at home, their fidelity could be in doubt. Thus young 
Hermann wrote to his sweetheart Rosl to ask whether she, too, was 
betraying him. “Dear Rosl, you have to love me. If I were with you I 
would have no fear, for then I could fight for you to the last, but this 
way I am far away from you and cannot see you.” Another soldier 
wrote to his girlfriend Herta that, surely, she had not forgotten him— 
or did she now have another lover?®! Some of these doubts led to tragic 
results. One young conscripted man, suspecting that his wife had 
betrayed him, asked the opinion of a sergeant, who was renowned as a 
sage. The sage took the wedding band, fixed it to a human hair and, as 
it swung slowly across the photograph of the woman, divined that she 
was unfaithful. Desperate, the soldier sought death the next day. 

Entirely different, but equally damaging to the morale, were rising 
doubts about the truth of the Nazis’ image of the enemy, especially in 
regard to the Russians. After several months the former Hitler Youths 
found that many of the Russian soldiers were open and valiant fighters, 
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rather than the beastly cowards that Nazi propaganda had projected. 
“The Russians are extraordinarily tough soldiers,” wrote one, “and if 
you call them subhuman, that’s nonsense. Some who were captured 
looked as if they could easily have been in the HJ.”® Already in the fall 
of 1941, the superiority of Soviet air power was conspicuous; after an 
early Nazi rout in June 1941, the Red Army once again had more 
planes than the Wehrmacht.® The partisans were, on the whole, 
deemed effective, and German soldiers had to admit grudgingly that 
their Soviet counterparts were humans like themselves.® Not surpris- 
ingly, many young German soldiers fell in love with Russian girls, who, 
contrary to the teachings of Schirach and Goebbels, were often found 
to be blond and blue-eyed. 

For the Germans, the defeat at Stalingrad on February 2, 1943, 
turned out to be a watershed in more ways than one, and it signifi- 
cantly affected Schirach and Axmann’s erstwhile charges. Within his 
larger strategic scheme, Hitler needed this industrial city on the Volga 
River in the Southeast of Russia because it was to be instrumental in 
salvaging the area already conquered beyond the Crimea and was a key 
post for further expansion in the East. It was in this entire region and 
further east into the Donets Basin and the Caucasus that the German 
armed Wehrbauern settlement would be started, so that agricultural 
staples, heavy industry, and valuable oil would be secured. Beyond 
these immediate goals, Hitler was hoping to move his armies into Iraq 
and Iran for the control of oil in those regions. Thereafter, joining up 
with Rommel’s forces who would push east from North Africa, the aim 
was to unite with the Japanese and expel the British from South Asia.°” 

After the Wehrmacht’s setback on three extended Russian fronts in 
late 1941, Hitler's Army groups in the South were making headway 
again in the new year, conquering Sevastopol on the southern Crimea 
in early July, 1942. By the end of that month three German armies 
were moving east and southeast, and in early August they occupied the 
first of several rich oil fields near Maikop in the northern Caucasus. 
Further to the northeast, General Friedrich Paulus ordered the attack 
on Stalingrad on August 19. Paulus was assisted by Luftwaffe General 


182 HITLER YOUTH 


Wolfram von Richthofen, who flew 1,600 attacks against the city, 
bombing it into a field of ruins. Forty thousand civilians died. “Stalin- 
grad was important not only as a major industrial center and as a place 
where the Germans could halt all shipping on the Volga but as the 
major connecting point to any operations in the Caucasus,” writes 
Weinberg. It also possessed valuable armament factories. However, it 
soon became obvious that the city would be hard to conquer com- 
pletely, in the face of continuing Soviet resistance. Until November, 
there was house-to-house combat. “Streams of blood in the streets,” 
noted Nobel laureate Thomas Mann in his diary, who from his exile in 
Los Angeles was keenly following the war, “much of it German.” 
When the Germans finally controlled most of the nearly destroyed city, 
their army had suffered huge losses. Having regrouped, the Russians 
began a concerted attack on the Wehrmacht in Stalingrad on Novem- 
ber 19, and three days later, after a successful pincer operation by three 
Russian Army groups, Stalingrad was encircled. This came on the heels 
of the Soviet relief of Leningrad in the North, which had been besieged 
by the Germans for seventeen months. By January 1943, after three 
months of winter fighting, the Wehrmacht in southern Russia had lost 
more than half a million men in killed and wounded. Hitler, who 
refused General Paulus and his 6th Army permission to break out of 
the city, was still building on Géring’s promise that Stalingrad could be 
well supplied from the air, with 300 tons of provisions per day, but the 
enfeebled Luftwaffe managed merely a third of that. And even then the 
Fiihrer could not make good on his promise to send relief troops under 
General Erich von Manstein, but still he forbade Paulus to capitulate. 
The Soviets started to invade the city on January 10, 1943, and the 
German forces inside were split in two. On February 2 Paulus, having 
just been promoted to field marshal, capitulated of his own volition, 
surrendering 90,000 men to the Russians, of an army originally up to 
250,000 strong. The rest had fallen or died of disease and hunger. Of 
those taken prisoner, most perished soon after; only 5,000 eventually 
made it back to Germany. 

The disillusionment and desperation experienced by the young sol- 
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diers before their certain doom is evident from their diaries and letters, 
as well as from the memoirs of the few wounded soldiers who were 
flown out by the Luftwaffe or those who eventually returned from cap- 
tivity. They stand in grotesque contrast to Hitler’s and Goebbels’s deci- 
sion to recast what was a major disaster for the nation as a giant heroic 
sacrifice. Instead of owning up to egregious military blunders and a 
deplorable defeat culminating in dishonorable unconditional surren- 
der, as Paulus himself had been too cowardly to stand up to Hitler, 
Nazi propaganda proclaimed the event to have been a valiant action, in 
which every single German soldier in the cauldron of Stalingrad will- 
ingly laid down his life for Germany and its Fiihrer. 

As part of this larger deception, German families on Christmas 
1942 were linked to a radio broadcast from Stalingrad, so that they 
could join the soldiers in singing “Silent Night.” Those families did 
not know that the link-up was a fake; 1,280 soldiers died in Stalingrad 
on Christmas Day alone.’”° Two separate reports on Christmas in and 
around Stalingrad tell us that one group of German soldiers had to dig 
themselves a new hole with a makeshift roof on Holy Night, during a 
snowstorm at minus 30 degrees Celsius. Lacking bread or potatoes, 
they made hamburgers out of horsemeat; there were no parcels or let- 
ters from home. The other group huddled nearby did have a bit of 
chocolate and candy, a few pieces of meat and bread. They consumed 
this an hour after Russian artillery had torn a comrade to shreds.’! 

Although there was hope against hope to the very day of surrender, a 
growing sense of despair had begun during the advance on the city in 
the late fall of 1942, especially among the young soldiers just out of the 
HJ and still dependent on home. The lack of mail delivery seemed in- 
comprehensible to the younger men, particularly at Christmas.”* And 
then there was hunger. Because of constant air-supply interruptions, 
rations of bread and meat had to be incrementally decreased, until by 
Christmas Eve sixty-four soldiers had died of undernourishment. 
Around this time, meat from the dying horses and the stray cats, dogs, 
and rats was becoming the sole staple, with minuscule portions at that. 
The men made soup from sawdust. Because of the lack of fresh water, 
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thirst added to the agony of famine. Géring’s planes were still drop- 
ping supply bags, but they often missed their targets, falling to the 
enemy instead. During January the German soldiers were drinking 
machine oil and cannibalizing dead comrades. Many of those taken 
prisoner on February 2 had not eaten anything for about a week.’? 

The infamous Russian cold, setting in by early November, com- 
pounded the nutrition problem. The steppe in front of Stalingrad con- 
tained no wood for burning, and inside the city’s walls combustible 
material was scarce, as was gasoline. Garments were deemed to be suffi- 
ciently warm only after several dead soldiers had been stripped of their 
uniforms; even then hypothermia proved endemic.”4 

The cold did not destroy lice and fleas, which carried diseases such 
as typhus. One of the most common causes of death in the Stalingrad 
area apart from malnutrition was freezing. Sheer exhaustion after days 
and nights of sleeplessness was also widespread, weakening a soldier's 
will to live. Having been wounded would prolong his agony, unless he 
was lucky enough to be flown out of the encircled area. At one of two 
functioning airports, the lightly wounded kept stepping over more 
serious cases in an effort to reach a plane; they had to be restrained 
with pistols. A doctor reported in January that on the roads around 
Stalingrad lay the wounded, as well as those frozen to death and still 
freezing, who were blocking his car with their bodies. “Their screams 
begging to be run over or be rescued repeated themselves with varia- 
tions over the entire route. Many were lifting their hands entreatingly, 
hidden in soaked bandages, some were shaking their fists, and others 
did not stir at all.” By the end of the month approximately 40,000 
wounded German soldiers were staggering from one field hospital to 
the next, never finding entry and finally collapsing in the city’s ruins. 
The Russians bombed one of the central sickbays, resulting in 3,000 
patients being burned to death.” 

In both the civilian population and the armed forces, when the scale 
of the catastrophe became apparent, the results were dread and dis- 
couragement. Contemporaries were not good judges of the past, nor 
could they divine the future. Therefore, they could not adequately 
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gauge the significance of the defeat at Stalingrad as a turning point in 
the fortunes of Nazi Germany. As we now know, a string of serious 
reversals ensued: German manpower much reduced in the East; the 
tide of war turning in North Africa; the landing of the western Allies in 
Sicily; Mussolini’s deposition; Hamburg’s fire-bombing; D-Day in 
June and the attempt on Hitler’s life in July 1944—all of these repre- 
sented a major chain of disasters leading up to German capitulation in 
May 1945, virtually a mirror image of the string of successes the Nazis 
had taken for granted from September 1939 to February 1943. In 
hindsight, Stalingrad symbolizes the false security in which Hitler’s 
young warriors had lived since the beginning of the war. To prescient 
minds even then, Stalingrad appeared as just punishment for past fol- 
lies and as a bad omen for the future of generations younger than the 
ones who had moved into battle in September 1939. Among those 
who harbored such sobering thoughts were the Wehrmacht soldiers 
Hans Scholl, Alexander Schmorell, and Willi Graf of the Munich 
White Rose resistance cell, who would pay for voicing their conscience 
with their lives. 

Problems encountered by young German soldiers even before Sta- 
lingrad led to doubts about their function in the Nazi regime and its 
expanding war in particular. For many, they also led to questions 
regarding the value of the Hitler Youth, insofar as it had been instru- 
mental in landing them in what more often than not turned out to be 
physically and morally compromising situations. By the nature of the 
police state they were serving, any criticism had to remain muted—of 
the regime, the Army, the Party and its affiliates, including the HJ, if 
not of Hitler himself, whose charisma consistently rendered him 
immune to criticism; instead Germans generally thought he was being 
deceived by his entourage.”° These widespread negative feelings belie 
the optimism that Goebbels displayed publicly when in December 
1941 he visited more than a hundred men blinded during the recent 
campaigns, the oldest of whom was just twenty-four. After he had 
given each of them a radio set, “they were overjoyed like children,” he 
claimed, “as they were already starting to pick up their lives again.” 
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Goebbels was fooling himself and others when he concluded that from 
this field hospital, “doom and gloom” had been banished.’” 

Memoirs and even diaries and letters from the front, though cen- 
sored by the Nazi authorities, suggest that some young soldiers, despite 
their indoctrination in the HJ regarding the enemy, were beginning to 
watch certain practices by their superiors with misgivings. They felt ill 
at ease when SS and police squads accompanying their units burned 
down whole villages or employed Wehrmacht comrades in the execu- 
tion of prisoners.’”® Disillusionment could also set in whenever the 
Army ordered young men barely out of their teens to officiate at or par- 
ticipate in the ceremonial execution of deserters.”” Not surprisingly, by 
late 1941 as the war was starting to go badly, more and more young 
soldiers developed doubts about it, and questions about the compe- 
tence of the higher leadership arose. Such feelings intensified at the 
time of the assassination attempt on the Fiihrer in July 1944; even 
diehard young Nazis were wondering what it was that could motivate 
Prussian officers to murder their commander-in-chief, whose inviola- 
bility was still being taken for granted.®° 

Seeing comrades around them die and be maimed, but also watch- 
ing with barely concealed horror a similar fate befalling their adver- 
saries at the front, young soldiers became more introspective, starting 
to think about their lives as a very expendable commodity. Despite the 
many Hitler Youth idealists, whose unchanging fanaticism remained a 
mystery to some of the more seasoned officers such as Army physician 
Curt Emmrich, who thought their idealism totally distorted, pes- 
simism among some was palpable.§! A few of these young men 
resolved to seek action at the front lines, looking for a speedy death; 
others kept bullets for a suicide in reserve, full of doubts that this war 
could ever be won.*” 

Another source of disenchantment especially in the last phases of 
the war was an increasing distance between conscripted soldiers and 
their commissioned officers, who, in order to drown out their own 
frustrations, were often observed amusing themselves at the expense of 
their subordinates. These amusements were sexual as well as involving 
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all sorts of corruption such as hoarding and squandering liquor. In 
early 1944 the SD, the security service of the SS, reported that behind 
the lines officers were organizing parties with various women, for 
whose enjoyment the rank and file had to provide live entertainment. 
While the common soldiers were suffering from hunger, officers were 
feasting and even sending packets home. “The higher the rank, the 
better the good life,” the SD cited one disappointed soldier as saying. 
The longer the war lasted, the more frequently even married officers 
were taking French or Russian girls as lovers and unabashedly display- 
ing them in their company even during official functions, to the dis- 
gruntlement of the lower ranks. Even as promiscuous a man as Goebbels 
was complaining about this—presumably not the fact as such, but 
rather the lack of discretion with which it occurred.*4 “Almost all of us, 
the veteran youth leaders, experienced an inner cleansing process,” 
recalls Ralf Roland Ringler for the period after 1943, “in that progres- 
sively we damned this war, although we did not have a clue how to 
carry on ourselves once it was over.”®° 

Today one may doubt the intensity of this “cleansing process,” since 
most former HJ leaders possessed neither the maturity nor any guid- 
ance other than the horrors of the war to recognize the fundamental 
wrongs. They had also been too thoroughly conditioned in the HJ 
ranks. But under the impact of this awful conflict, many were gradu- 
ally impelled to doubt its rationale, their own role in carrying out its 
aims, and the overall integrity of their superiors. It was dawning on 
them that unheard-of injustices were being perpetrated. After Warsaw 
had been bombed to bits in October 1939, one eighteen-year-old sol- 
dier wrote home that “the population is terribly starved and without 
shelter . . . we often share our own modest provisions, because the mis- 
ery of the children and women touches our hearts.”*° Fraternization 
with, even sympathy for the enemy was of course forbidden, but espe- 
cially during the murderous Russian advance some compassionate 
German soldiers tried to alleviate needless suffering by preventing acts 
of arson and calming down the peasants. Others visibly distanced 
themselves from the indiscriminate looting.*’ “The barbarism is 
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becoming obvious,” observed one young German soldier at the Rus- 
sian front in the late summer of 1941, while another thought nothing 
of helping out wounded POWs with drinks of water.8* In November 
1941 a former Hitler Youth was devastated by the execution of some 
twenty Soviet female soldiers: they had to lie down in the dirt next to 
each other and then were flattened by panzers.8? The moral indigna- 
tion of many of his comrades increased after witnessing the front-line 
shooting of Jews; in one case a woman fell on her knees begging for her 
life, while the soldier could not help her.?? Even at the risk of court- 
martial, by 1944 criticism of the regime voiced in the censored letters 
from the front became louder and more frequent; the war itself and the 
July attempt on Hitler were openly discussed.”! Increasingly, as the war 
was drawing to a close, German soldiers refused to kill the enemy, espe- 
cially in hand-to-hand combat, and one of them tells of defying an 
order to execute Italian partisans, thereby risking his own life.?* The 
Hitler Youth was no moral compass in such situations; hence it was out 
of mind for many of these soldiers at that time. “I do not feel drawn to 
the HJ,” stated one former member from a mountain division in 1943, 
for it “does not give a hoot about me any more.”?? 

This comportment, however infrequent, approached not heroism 
but decency, as these soldiers watched the majority of their former 
comrades in the HJ continuing the vicious treatment of the enemy or 
participating without qualms in the killing of innocent civilians, parti- 
sans, and Jews. Others, however, were driven not by desperation moti- 
vated by high-mindedness, but by selfishness. They had concern 
merely for their own suffering, and thus they sought suicide or self- 
inflicted battle death, self-mutilation for the sake of being sent home, 
or outright desertion. How many desperate young men killed them- 
selves or willingly tried to end their lives in the front lines is not 
known, because every casualty of this kind was officially declared a 
hero’s death. (Attempted suicide was treated as self-mutilation.)4 But 
desertions were accelerating, especially after Stalingrad, with various 
ordinances from 1934, 1938, and 1940 providing for incremental 
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punishment.” More and more, prison sentences were replaced by the 
death penalty, the most honorable of which was death by shooting, 
which, after Stalingrad, had to be done as a deterring ritual, in public 
view of the troops.”° In March 1943 Hitler as the new commander- 
in-chief of the Army stipulated that military and civil courts should 
carefully weigh the type of death penalty to be meted out. Next to 
shooting, dishonorable guillotining and, worse, hanging were to be 
decreed for especially shameful behavior, such as repeat offenses or 
having caused harm to others.”” The staggering statistics pertaining to 
desertions between 1939 and 1945, with a steep increase from 1943 
to 1945, reflect the worsening erosion of the Wehrmacht’s morale. 
Whereas during World War I merely 150 German soldiers had been 
condemned to death and only 50 actually executed, during World War 
II nearly 23,000 death sentences were pronounced, of which up to 
16,000 were also carried out. These death verdicts do not include the 
smaller number of cases in which deserters were successful or those 
where they tried and then gave up in the middle of the act.”® 

Today it is chilling to read the stories of those young German sol- 
diers who actually made it. In early 1945 Horst Kriiger along with a 
buddy crossed the Dortmund-Ems-Kanal at night to the American 
lines. When the Gls detected them at dawn, the Americans at first held 
up their hands in a gesture of surrender, believing the two to be part of 
a German advance platoon.”? Twenty-year-old Heinz Brenner planned 
his escape meticulously. Wearing his old HJ outfit underneath the 
Wehrmacht uniform, in October 1944 he absented himself from his 
barracks, still in Germany, changed his clothes in the forest, and then 
boarded the train as the youth leader he had once been. Until the end 
of the war he hid with friends in a remote rural area near Ulm.!” 
Albert R., an eighteen-year-old soldier, deserted from the elite “Gross- 
deutschland” division after only three weeks in early 1945. He was 
caught and sentenced to death, but during an air raid he managed to 
escape. Initially trying to reach the Russians, he then gradually drifted 


westward until he met up with U.S. troops.!°! 
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More disturbing is the fate of those who were killed. The military 
court procedures were juridically correct, punishing even brief unex- 
cused absences from the troops but still allowing for pardons at an 
appeals court. Most often, these were denied.!” A nineteen-year-old 
deserter from Berlin, blond, the picture of a Hitler Youth and German 
soldier, was executed in December 1942. A comrade remembers: “He 
stood straight like a candle and looked directly at the rifles. He did not 
scream, nothing. They aimed at his heart, toward his chest. And then 
there was a bang. He had been shackled, his hands tied behind him. 
Now his entire chest was ripped open, because eight soldiers shot at it. 
The poor fellow got the full load into his chest and then slumped 
down, but he was still alive. He was alive. And moaning terribly. We 
could hear this fifteen meters away. Finally the master sergeant ap- 
peared with his 08, approached him and—this was the most terrible 
thing—knocked two, three bullets into his head.”'°° Indeed, even after 
several shots, some delinquents were still stirring and then had to be 
finished off with a coup de grace.!°4 At the end of the war, in early 
May, many German soldiers were tried, sentenced, and shot even when 
they had assumed—often correctly—that the Third Reich had surren- 
dered and they just wanted to avoid falling into the hands of the 
enemy. In a particularly tragic case, two sailors, Bruno Dérfer and 
Rainer Beck, who while in Holland had deserted and joined the Dutch 
resistance, were delivered to a Canadian POW camp, where the cap- 
tured Wehrmacht sub-commandant, who still had internal jurisdic- 
tion, tried them for treason. The Canadians thereupon delivered rifles 
to the Germans, so that both men could be executed, a week after 
capitulation.’ 

These executions degenerated to veritable lynchings in the last des- 
perate German retreats of the war. Because desertion had become 
endemic, and the more so the younger a soldier was, the military police 
and SS exercised what was cynically termed “emergency justice” on the 
spot and hanged, on trees, lamp posts, or anything that could support 
a rope, any man who could not produce proper marching papers. 
Hitler Youth boys as young as fifteen and just drafted became ensnared 
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in these actions because, children that they were, their nerves were giv- 
ing out; they started crying and just wanted to go home to their 
mother. Some were thrown from the balconies of houses where they 
had sought shelter, with ropes around their necks. Others were given 
enough time to write big letters on a piece of cardboard, which was 
then fixed to their bodies. As the German film actress Ingrid van 
Bergen recalls it, fleeing East Prussia as a child of thirteen, one such 
sign read: “I am a deserter. I was a coward in the face of the enemy.”!° 

Self-mutilation, which was defined as a punishable offense in the 
law of 1938, was somewhat less dangerous than desertion.’ If done 
properly, it could go totally undetected by Army physicians and the 
“war-wounded” man might then be sent home, out of fighting com- 
mission for the balance of the war. The fact that what officially was an 
act of cowardice often worked as a ruse was due not least to sympa- 
thetic physicians who decided to shield the patients by not reporting 
them and nursing them back to health.' Still, at the eastern front, 
where soldiers were particularly prone to inflict wounds on themselves, 
the Army maintained special institutions in which suspicious candi- 
dates were subject to expert examinations and legal proof of defeatism 
could be collected.” Even if proved, however, self-mutilation led to 
fewer arrests than those for desertion, because in practice it was 
deemed less serious than running away from the war zone.'!° None- 
theless, there were no guarantees. These soldiers could still be shot, 
hanged, or guillotined, as was the case with twenty-five-year-old Berlin 
draftsman Heinrich Pryswitt in Brandenburg penitentiary in June of 
1944, who was decapitated.!!! 

The most common type of mutilation, sometimes with the help of 
comrades, who also were liable to punishment, was damaging a part 
of one’s body, usually with a shot through the hand or by hacking off 
parts of a limb. One might also induce commonly recognized sickness 
symptoms by ingesting some chemical, or, especially at the eastern 
front and notably at Stalingrad, purposely freezing one’s extremities.'!” 
Some of these war shirkers endured odysseys of self-injury. Josef Sch. 
from Bavaria was seventeen when in June of 1943 he injured his left 
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foot with an ax, after having been called up to fight. Recovered, he was 
conscripted again in November, and this time he severed his left index 
finger. He was tried in July of 1944 and received eight years in peniten- 
tiary.''? Also faced with conscription in 1944, Claus B. from Munich 
simulated abdominal pain, getting nowhere with physicians. He then 
smoked aspirin all night until he trembled, but the hoped-for neuro- 
logical inflammation failed to appear. Finally he injected himself with 
turpentine, which destroyed the tendons in his arm. The doctor treat- 
ing him saw through the ruse but kept his composure, and Claus then 
survived the end of the war by rubbing salt into his wound to keep it 
open.!!4 

Hamburg’s Wolfgang Borchert was able to combine the effects of a 
self-inflicted wound with true illness in order to survive, albeit in a 
pitiable state, beyond 1945. A sensitive young man and former reluc- 
tant Hitler Youth, at the age of twenty and just having seen action at 
the eastern front in 1942, he too cut one of his fingers off, claiming 
later, most implausibly, that he had lost it in close combat with a Rus- 
sian. With the help of a skilled defense lawyer Borchert was sentenced 
to only six weeks’ incarceration and subsequent probation at the front, 
during which he contracted a terminal liver disease. He returned to 
Hamburg a wreck; until he died in 1947, his life was a constant balanc- 
ing act between mental exhaustion and illness, the terribly persistent 
memories of war, and unpleasant reactions to an unsettled postwar 


society. '!° 


Detours, Duplications, and Alternatives 


Subsequent to entering the armed forces by September 1939 and fight- 
ing at the fronts, German adolescents reared in the Hitler Youth expe- 
rienced several changes, most often in close correlation with Germany's 
fortunes in war. As time went on, this had the effect of robbing many 
of them of their former faith in the Hitler Youth as a disciplinary and 
ideological training opportunity. But it could also render them less 
effective as soldiers: the duplication of training and drill in the Wehr- 
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macht, vis-a-vis the HJ, seemed thoughtless and demeaning. Such 
counter-productive measures, apart from hurting the efficacy of the 
Wehrmacht in battle as well as the legacy of the Hitler Youth, ulti- 
mately caused much frustration and anger among the young soldiers, 
who saw their acquired skills ignored or treated contemptuously by 
non-H]J-related NCOs and officers alike. 

The redundancy of training in the transition from Hitler Youth to 
Wehrmacht was repeated in other instances, resulting in additional 
duties and multiple chains of command, which further demoralized 
Germany’s fighting youth, in addition to detracting from their effec- 
tiveness in the Third Reich’s war machine. The first experience of this 
kind occurred through the Reichsarbeitsdienst (RAD), or Reich Labor 
Service, which most veteran Hitler Youths were enrolled in after 1935 
as RAD Workmen, a step between HJ and Wehrmacht. It was one of 
the many rival organizations of Party and State clamoring for the total 
control of Hitler’s subjects at various age, occupation, and gender levels 
after January 1933, in which institutional Darwinism determined the 
ultimate winners—often, but not always, with the Fiihrer’s final judg- 
ment weighing in.!'° 

The RAD resulted from the Freiwilliger Arbeitsdienst (FAD), or 
voluntary labor service, which was created during the austere Briining 
regime of the Great Depression in July 1931. It was the long-term 
product of conservative planners within right-of-center political par- 
ties, including the NSDAP, several Weimar youth leagues such as the 
Artamanen, and the national universities’ student bodies, which by 
that time had been largely right-radicalized. Chancellor Heinrich 
Briining had adopted the labor service as part of a national policy to 
get unemployed youths off the streets and provide them with mini- 
mum wages for performing public works such as draining swamps and 
building roads, but there was also a nationalistic pedagogical agenda. 

When Hitler took over the government, there was a multitude of 
FAD groups, often involved in internecine fights against each other. 
The Nazis, interpreting this situation as just another sign of the hated 
pluralistic system of Weimar, consolidated these groups in 1933 under 
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retired Army Colonel Konstantin Hierl, a dependable follower of Hitler, 
and created the state-monopolist Reichsarbeitsdienst. Its membership 
remained voluntary (although the consolidation of diverse groups had 
not been) until the introduction of re-armament and two-year con- 
scription after March 1935, when it became obligatory for each young 
man past age eighteen to serve in it for six months. A variation of this 
service, which fit more appropriately into their educational program, 
was prescribed for adolescent females.!'7 For young male Nazis, the 
Reichsarbeitsdienst became mandatory after service in the HJ. At all 
times the RAD was considered a stepping-stone to conscription. When 
the war broke out, RAD duty remained compulsory, wedged between 
HJ and the armed-forces branches, but now that service in the Wehr- 
macht was indefinite, the RAD duty came with a reduced term of three 
months.!18 

The RAD was not an ancillary to the Party, as was the Hitler Youth, 
nor of the Wehrmacht, which first reported to the War Ministry and 
after February 1938 directly to Hitler; instead, it came under the Reich 
Minister of the Interior, with its own disciplinary jurisdiction.!? As 
such, the RAD existed in a separate space beyond the HJ and Wehr- 
macht and was not coordinated with the duties of either in any practi- 
cal way. Since the RAD’s original economic purpose had been fulfilled 
by the time Germany had conquered joblessness and had in fact 
reached under-employment in 1937, it had only two major objectives 
until the end of the Third Reich, either of which could have been, or 
actually was, assumed by the Hitler Youth and armed forces as well. In 
the prewar years both objectives were symbolized by the spade, which 
as the emblem of the RAD had to be obsessively polished by its bearers 
until it looked like a mirror.!? This was demanded by RAD personnel, 
often unsophisticated men shunned by the Wehrmacht and SS, who 
erected a small empire of their own within which they were free to tor- 
ment their Arbeitsmanner (Workmen) at will. The first of these objec- 
tives was National Socialist indoctrination in the tradition of “Blood 
and Soil,” which the Artamanen youth league had held high, with its 
aggressive vision of eventually settling in armed camps in a conquered 
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East. Indeed, RAD leaders expressly acknowledged the ideologically 
grounded imperialist settlement aims of the Artamanen with their ref- 
erence to Blood and Soil.'?! The spade, as the chief instrument for 
working the soil, was supposed to point the way to such a future. The 
second objective was military training, in which the spade, with its 
sharp blade and the heft of its long wooden handle, was a substitute 
rifle. Indeed, it would be presented like a rifle, repeatedly during end- 
less roll calls, on the order of the RAD leaders, who were responsible 
neither to the HJ, from which their young charges had just emerged, 
nor to the Wehrmacht, where they were headed. But the spade signi- 
fied humiliation in those camps where spadework was employed solely 
for Sisyphean tasks, such as building a camp road for a camp that was 
then dissolved.'*? The cult of the spade persisted until well into the 
war. After the introduction of rifle, revolver, and grenade training, 
RAD exercises anticipated those in the Wehrmacht. 

In most ways, war-preparation activities and their accompanying 
circumstances in the RAD resembled those either in the Hitler-Jugend 
or the Wehrmacht, or both. RAD Workmen wore simple uniforms of a 
drab brown color and were housed in far-off barracks. Their basic 
training, involving first the spade and then increasingly firearms, was 
exacting but often redundant in relation to earlier courses in the HJ 
and subsequent ones in the Wehrmacht. Nutrition was substandard, 
often based on tripe and other offal. Freezing temperatures afflicted 
recruits in winter as much as excessive heat stifled them in summer; the 
mass latrines were humiliating and conducive to ailments. These con- 
sisted of rheumatism and scurvy, along with high fever, as well as the 
occasional frozen limb. The repetitive communal singing was unnerv- 
ing, as were the various spade and flag rituals. The schadenfreude of 
the tormenting staff was ubiquitous. Apart from occasional real work 
such as reconstruction jobs in Occupied Poland, draining swamps, 
digging ditches, or helping farmers with the harvest, the primitive 
staff’s designs for mindless drill ruled the work days, with the Nazi- 
specific purpose of numbing the Arbeitsmanner into a state of physical 
and mental submission, the better for them to function in the killing 
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fields. More often than not, veteran Hitler Youths found these redun- 
dant drills demeaning and complained about them. Discouraged and 
disappointed, they would leave the RAD after three arduous months to 
join the Wehrmacht, hopeful that conditions would improve.'?° 

The system of Wehrertiichtigungslager (WE), or armed-prepared- 
ness camps, existed alongside the RAD and operated on the same 
theme. The Hitler Youth, Wehrmacht, and sometimes also the SS or- 
ganized these camps jointly. The WE camps were a new form of what 
had been the HJ’s own paramilitary training for senior members, those 
from sixteen to eighteen, involving more rigorous, concentrated train- 
ing exercises after 1941. Those of age fifteen and younger continued to 
receive junior military instruction locally, in the HJ’s own ranks. This 
new idea for condensed stationary exercises, from initially three weeks 
to twelve in the end, was Artur Axmann’s. It enjoyed a closeness to the 
military that the would-be poet Schirach never understood. When 
Axmann, in collaboration with Army General Hans Friessner, ap- 
proached Hitler about this plan at the Berchtesgaden Berghof in April 
1942, the Fiihrer agreed to the founding of boot camps for older Hitler 
Youths, generally at installations owned by the Wehrmacht, RAD, or 
HJ.!*4 It is likely that Axmann, who had lost an arm in 1941 while 
intermittently fighting on the eastern front, was hoping for a revalua- 
tion of his office in a more military mold, perhaps with a promotion to 
General for himself. He knew that many former HJ leaders were now 
front-line officers, and some intermittently returned from combat to 
continue in the Hitler Youth leadership as well. If they enjoyed dual 
status, why couldn’t he? Indeed, when the camps were established by 
the summer of 1942, their commandants were always HJ leaders with 
Wehrmacht officer ranks, with the military coaching being done by 
seasoned NCOs who had been wounded in the field.!”? By the end of 
1943, 226 WE sites had been set up, servicing almost 515,000 Hitler 
Youths aged sixteen and up; in 1944—45, with longer training terms to 
accommodate, fifteen-year-olds were also called up.!?° Among the 
boys, this service was deeply unpopular, because those already gainfully 
employed had to sacrifice their vacation time to attend, and secondary- 
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school pupils, who were drafted as class units, had to forgo summer or 
fall holidays.!?7 

In a positive description of the WE camps, one American historian 
has recently characterized them as “a successful way to implement uni- 
versal paramilitary training for Germany's adolescent population.” !78 
However, this service represented yet another duplication of the train- 
ing which youths had received in the HJ, and which would be experi- 
enced again in the RAD and then in the Wehrmacht recruitment drill. 
The WE camps complicated further the entire premilitary exercise reg- 
imen, exacerbating difficulties resulting from overlaps of organization 
or gaps in logistics, resource allocation, personnel deployment, and 
institutional jurisdiction. As was typical of his governmental style, 
Hitler had probably authorized the project with the knowledge that, so 
long as it did not threaten the center of his universe, the more chaos 
developed around him and the more decisively he could act as the final 
arbiter, the stronger he would emerge. Holding out promises to under- 
lings that might never be fulfilled or doling out empty honors was a 
favorite personnel ploy of his (as in his futile promotion of Paulus to 
field marshal at Stalingrad); in this case he could rely on the venal 
Axmann’s bolstered loyalty, at a time when Vienna Gauleiter Schirach’s 
allegiance to the Berlin political leadership was already very much in 
doubt.!”? As for the type and quality of training in the WE camps, it 
differed only by degree from that of the HJ, or of the RAD and the 
Wehrmacht itself, with the same brutal terrain and mindless weapons 
drill.'°° All told, the forces of counterproduction triumphed, to the 
further detriment of overall military efficiency and the erosion of the 
will of the recruits. 

Both factors were even more in evidence after the establishment of 
the Flakhelfer or auxiliary anti-aircraft emplacement program in early 
1943. This was the direct consequence of the events surrounding the 
defeat at Stalingrad, which had cost the regime several hundred thou- 
sand men, and the stepped-up bombardments of German cities and 
industrial or strategic sites, by British planes at night and American 
ones during the day. Throughout 1940 and 1941, the Luftwaffe had 
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still been able to ward off most air attacks, although British bombs, for 
example, had hit Berlin as early as August 1940.'9! In 1942 it became 
obvious that the industrial centers of the Ruhr were prime targets, fol- 
lowed by Berlin and the strategic northern ports. Three weeks after 
Germany’s humiliation at Stalingrad, Air Marshal Arthur Harris took 
over the RAF bomber command and introduced “areal bombing.” 
That meant the intensive shelling of densely settled urban areas and 
concentrated industrial sites, such as those between the Rhine and 
Ruhr rivers.” As a trial target with many flammable wood-frame 
houses, one of them Thomas Mann's paternal home, the Baltic port of 
Liibeck was pounded at the end of March. Rostock was next a month 
later, and at the end of May one thousand planes rained 1,455 tons of 
bombs on Cologne for ninety minutes, at a loss of only thirty-nine 
RAF planes.'*? After this bombing, there were 480 people dead, 5,000 
wounded, and 3,300 buildings destroyed.'*4 Yet while this called for 
stronger German air defenses, by the fall of 1942 the necessity of 
diverting more planes to the eastern front had become equally obvious. 
This meant fortifying artillery emplacements to be manned by soldiers 
rather than using fighter planes. However, those soldiers were also 
increasingly needed for combat. Thus in September Hitler ordered 
120,000 ground specialists of the Luftwaffe to be redeployed in active 
fighting, at the same time authorizing the use of flak personnel to be 
drawn from civilians. Later in the year, to reinforce the replacement 
measures, Goring asked the Reich Education Ministry for permission 
to recruit teenagers from the schools. Reich Education Minister Bern- 
hard Rust’s bureaucracy, already weakened by much regime infighting, 
agreed to the measures after perfunctory protests, and they were imple- 
mented early in 1943.!°° 

On January 26, 1943, one week before Paulus’s surrender at Stalin- 
grad and after Rust’s and Nazi Party chief Bormann’s grudging acquies- 
cence, Géring conspired with Axmann to conscript male pupils in 
secondary schools from age fifteen up to and including age seventeen 
as auxiliary artillery personnel, or flak helpers in colloquial language. 
The pupils were to be stationed in bunkers near their flak emplace- 
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ments, and since virtually all of them belonged to the Hitler Youth, 
they nominally were under its supervision, with their regular teachers 
giving them eighteen hours of instruction per week. Those attending 
occupational schools and employed in industry, now all considered to 
be war-related and controlled by Géring, were to be exempt at first, 
but they too were drafted by 1944. From early 1943 to the end of the 
Third Reich, then, a total of 200,000 teenagers came to serve as can- 
noneers. After a stretch of indeterminate duration, they were to join 
the RAD, and subsequently the regular armed forces. They were spared 
the trying weeks in the WE camps.!*° 

Once on duty, these youngsters were ordered to assist in the de- 
struction of a variety of enemy planes: the heavy British Lancaster and 
Halifax bombers, as well as the nimble fighter and reconnaissance 
Mosquito aircraft. Increasingly in 1943, the American B-24 Liberators 
and the B-17 Flying Fortresses became a target as well. In its time, the 
B-17 was the most advanced bomber in the world. Although it was 
susceptible to catching fire after shelling, it managed the farthest dis- 
tances and could take a maximum of two thousand hits per mission, 
some planes returning to their English bases with only one of their four 
engines intact. 97 

From the middle of February 1943, in order to turn these children 
into soldiers—the youngest of World War Il1—the Luftwaffe gave 
them four weeks of training near their artillery sites, before they actu- 
ally manned the guns. At first, these were situated as close as possible to 
their hometowns, schools, and original HJ commands. In 1944-45 
some boys were sent farther afield, for instance from Bavaria to East 
Prussia or the northern coast, as the moving-front situation required 
and as new emplacements were established.!°* The boys’ trainers and 
immediate supervisors were NCOs who would instruct them in the 
use of varied-gauge ground-implanted guns, from the lightest 2.2 to 
the heaviest 12.8-centimeter type, and then fight alongside them. The 
artillery with the 2.2 and 8.8-cm gauges soon became the norm. Flak 
helpers had to learn how to lug around the heavy ammunition, to load 
the guns, and then to fire. They had to detect enemy aircraft with a 
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form of radar less developed than that of the Allies,'*? and had to shine 
huge searchlights on approaching aircraft at night so these could be 
targeted. They memorized complicated codes and were taught to 
service the equipment, which, even when inactive, could be dangerous. 
Usually an artillery battery consisted of four standard cannon systems 
known as Emil, Dora, Caesar, and Wiirzburg; later there were six. Not 
surprisingly, the Ruhr area in striking distance from the Channel and 
with Miinster as the Luftwaffe command, along with the capital of 
Berlin, usually received the largest contingent of flak helpers, followed 
by Hamburg for the northern flank. There were special marine flak 
emplacements, for instance in Kiel and Heligoland, staffed by the 
naval HJ.!4° 

The Flakhelfer experience beginning in February 1943 represented 
the first time in the history of the Third Reich that boys as young as fif- 
teen were fighting as soldiers in active combat. Helping to shoot down 
enemy planes was a harrowing task for them and marked them psycho- 
logically in their development to adulthood, aside from the fact that it 
killed hundreds of them and wounded thousands.'*! Although the boy 
soldiers fought valiantly, the Reich-stationed artillery did not have a 
chance from the start because of enemy air superiority, which turned 
this venture into a considerable tragedy by the spring of 1945.!%7 “To 
hit anything up there was like a lottery,” as Ottmar Mantz, today an 
internist, sums it up; “not to be hit ourselves was sheer luck.”! 

One reason the flak helpers did not have better luck was that, young 
as they were, they never received the hours of sleep they needed even 
under normal circumstances. Frequently they had to fight at night and 
then again the following day. To compound the effects of sleeplessness, 
they were haunted by fright and became prone to nervous breakdowns 
on the eve of an attack.! They refrained from putting cotton in their 
ears, to protect them from the deafening raids, because they did not 
want to be despised as weaklings.!4° One flak helper remembers indel- 
ible impressions of these assaults. “Bombs were whistling and howling 
down on us. After crashing with a thump and a screaming explosion, 
bomb splinters whirred into the walls of our barracks and the earth- 
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work of our embankments. We tried to claw ourselves into the ground, 
but were constantly thrown into the air, with every new bomb impact. 
Some were praying aloud. And then came the air mines . . . they made 
no noise and caused no shocks, but almost unbearable air pressure, 
which threatened to destroy eardrums and lungs . . . the pressure was 
followed by suction that appeared to pull us out of the embankment. 
About a meter into the air, we were thrown from one corner into 
another, hurting our heads and backs on the tubing.”!“° 

Casualties were severe. As early as March 1, 1943, six flak helpers 
died in Berlin; four days later, four were killed in Essen.!47 A few 
months after that a 1,000-kilogram bomb swept an entire team of seven 
students and their corporal off their platform in Berlin; no one sur- 
vived.!4® Often the boys attempted to dig out their comrades trapped 
by earth and debris, as in April 1944 near Brunswick. “Here a body, 
there an arm and over here another limb. A terrible chore! After two 
hours we give up. Total casualties for our battery tonight: two dead, 
four critically injured, and six lightly wounded.”!“ Time and again 
these boys, who had been drafted, about a dozen per battery, straight 
from the school benches, found that their best friends had died.’ 


This was especially traumatic when they were forced to search for 
them, holding body bags with which to retrieve severed limbs.!*! 
These searches also occurred whenever a cannon malfunctioned and 
exploded—every flak helper’s nightmare—tearing everyone around to 
shreds.'** Probably the worst mishap in Falkhelfer history occurred 
toward the end of the war, on the North Sea island of Heligoland, 
when on April 18, 1945, the British dropped 1,000 bombs on what was 
considered a strategic platform to the German mainland. A hundred 
and fifty pupils from as far away as East Prussia and Silesia had been 
stationed at several emplacements. The concerted bombing lasted for 
two hours and killed at least a third of the boys. Entire batteries were 
seen sliding from the rocks into the sea, taking everybody with them.'* 

Apart from the ineffectiveness of their military prowess, the adoles- 
cent Flakhelfer soon found themselves in an uncertain situation, 


between the Hitler Youth on the one side and the armed forces on the 
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other. More precisely, they were escaping the HJ’s purview before they 
had been properly received into the Wehrmacht. Whereas this anom- 
alous position tended to undermine their self-confidence, which they 
compensated for by overemphasizing military paraphernalia and com- 
portment, it further weakened the authority of the Hitler Youth 
toward the end of the war as the national keeper of youth, while bur- 
dening the Wehrmacht with the responsibility for not having properly 
integrated Hitler’s youngest soldiers into the armed forces. 

As they were summoned to serve in the flak positions, the teenagers 
were proud to be able to leave behind the Hitler Youth, which they 
associated more with boyhood than manhood, and instead to link 
their fate to the Wehrmacht’s, which, they thought, brought them 
closer to manhood and to serving the Third Reich. This started with 
the uniform they were ordered to wear—one that was vaguely gray- 
blue in color like the Luftwaffe’s, but cut in the HJ style.!°4 Even 
though it resembled Wehrmacht attire on the street, it was still marred 
in the view of the boys by two of the H]’s insignia: HJ regalia affixed to 
the cap, and the HJ armband. So, in order to bolster their self-esteem 
as soldiers, the Flakhelfer, at a safe distance from their emplacements, 
would hide the armband and fold away the cap emblem.'*’ Although 
this was forbidden, it gave them advantages in the nearby towns such 
as attending adult-only films, staying up late in pubs, smoking and 
drinking alcohol—all against the Police Ordinance of March 1940, 
but guaranteed to impress the girls. Fortunately, such recreation could 
now be financed by military, albeit modest, pay.!*° The Flakhelfer jus- 
tified such liberties to senior HJ critics with the argument that if they 
were old enough to give up their lives, they should also be ceded sol- 
diers’ rights. The HJ was an impediment on a fast road to adult status, 
which service in the artillery teams seemed to guarantee. To further 
prop up their self-esteem and new status, the flak helpers would avoid 
greeting HJ leaders outside their compounds. They chanted soldiers’ 
rather than Hitler Youth songs, and in some locales they took delight 


in beating HJ teams in competitive sports such as soccer.!*” 
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After 1945, former flak helpers went to great lengths to emphasize 
that they rejected the Hitler Youth not because it was more National 
Socialist than the Wehrmacht, but because it stood for infancy and 
immaturity, despite all the war games and premilitary training they 
had undergone as boys there since age ten.'°® Indeed, forced into 
pseudo-adulthood by a totalitarian regime early on, these juveniles felt 
that living a Flakhelfer life was a logical next step; they seized on it as a 
way to speed up the growing-up process and to achieve a more signifi- 
cant status in the Nazi hierarchy. Still, by denying themselves natural 
steps in the development from childhood to adolescence and artifi- 
cially forcing rites of passage, which, for their age cohort, were decid- 
edly premature, they suffered an aborted youth. 

This became apparent to them as soon as the flak helpers experienced 
the arrogant welcome they received from the entrenched Wehrmacht 
soldiers. This took the form of several weeks of preliminary exercise 
and drill, similar to what they had gone through in the Hitler Youth 
and anticipating what they would endure again in the RAD and in reg- 
ular Wehrmacht front duty. “All of us, since the age of ten, had not 
only learned and executed all orders but many of us had taught and 
supervised basic training routines for more than four years,” com- 
plains one veteran flak helper in retrospect. Now the familiar indigni- 
ties were exacerbated.!°? One aspect of Flakhelfer basic training was 
especially distasteful as the boys, still not grown to their full height, 
had to wear adult uniforms (until they received their specially made 
outfits); their heads disappeared under helmets that were too large, and 
oversized underwear had to be tucked into ill-fitting Army boots. 
Some of them looked like scarecrows.'® To add insult to injury, insen- 
sitive non-commissioned officers refused to give them shaving cream, 
because only a few of them displayed what could at best be described as 
downy facial hair.'°! 

Those corporals wanted to deny these youths the very symbols of 
maturity for which they had embraced the Wehrmacht after turning 
their backs on the HJ. But in this case the age difference between the 
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corporals and the flak helpers was significant, in contrast to veteran 
Hitler Youths over eighteen who had already been through the RAD 
and now were regular soldiers. These NCOs were rough and resented 
the superior education, dexterity, and often higher social backgrounds 
of the young draftees, most of whom later opted for officer training. In 
the words of Field Marshal Rommel’s son Manfred, sixteen at the time, 
the best one could do was learning to “endure their insults.” The 
NCOs reveled in off-color jokes that disturbed the mostly sexually 
innocent boys, and being themselves rather low in the military hierar- 
chy, they delighted in bullying youngsters who sometimes could have 
been their sons. Nor was there any more sympathy expressed by the 
(often younger) commanding officers. As a rule, they were haughty, 
frequently as a result of rivalry for the affection of local girls, and, what 
was worse, they were slow to protect the flak helpers against encroach- 
ing HJ leaders who wished to reassert their authority. !° 

Although this was incomprehensible from a practical point of view, 
it was officially stipulated that Flakhelfer should continue to come 
under the jurisdiction of the HJ, and that one HJ leader per emplace- 
ment should act as “corps leader.” There was even talk of regular Hitler 
Youth service to be maintained within the framework of the old forma- 
tions, as if the new and all-consuming objectives did not matter.' 
Not surprisingly, however, even the former HJ leaders in the ranks of 
the flak helpers not only could not care less about their former func- 
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tions, but also simply paid no heed to any call for HJ duty. 
of an overall lack of communication, they did not know that a particu- 
lar regulation of the Luftwaffe backed them in this.)!® Consequently, 
whenever a higher Hitler-Jugend functionary put in an appearance at a 
flak battery, he was resented and ignored by boys who now considered 
themselves above the HJ. In some cases, flak helpers threw their nomi- 
nal bosses out of the compound, lest they show up a second time.!° In 
September 1944, the Hitler Youth leadership urged its regional chiefs 
to visit the emplacements more regularly and pay more attention to 
ideological training, as well as insisting on the execution of HJ service, 
including, unrealistically, sports and rifle drill. “The guidance of the 
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Air Force and Navy helpers must take place much more strongly and 
more intensively than has previously been the case,” the HJ leadership 
insisted, only to add: “Hitler-Jugend service has to be conducted in 
such a way that the Air Force and Navy helpers look forward to it, 
rather than rejecting it as a nuisance.”!°7 

In addition to manning the batteries, dealing with their Wehrmacht 
superiors, and trying to ward off HJ interference, the flak helpers still 
had to see their families, who usually lived in the nearby towns they 
were defending, as well as some teachers from their old schools. This 
applied only to Gymnasium students, for instruction in lesser second- 
ary schools such as Mittelschulen had ceased.!°* Unlikely as it may 
sound, the Flakhelfer still had to undergo schooling of eighteen hours 
a week, instead of the regular thirty-six, in a reduced number of sub- 
jects, usually not more than four, with German and History topping 
the curriculum.'® These exercises had very little benefit for anyone 
involved. Because only a small number of teachers, never more than 
three per week, were able to visit the flak compounds to teach their 
charges irregularly (after visits by the students to the school buildings 
had become impossible), the quality of instruction was minimal. The 
teachers themselves were old and often uninspired, generally over 
sixty-five and recalled after normal retirement. Having made these 
arduous trips to the emplacements, they found no proper teaching 
facilities there and felt that they were needlessly endangering them- 
selves.'’? At the end of term, all classmates received indifferent, uni- 
form grades; some passed a final examination or were handed school- 
leaving certificates, which later were not worth the paper they were 
printed on.'7' With most of the regular school instruction truncated, 
and what was left of it militarized, “the period spent as a flak helper 
was as good as lost for school study,” recalls former cannoneer Rolf 
Schérken.!’* What was worse, and ultimately detrimental in civilian 
life, was that the wastes and losses incurred in formal education were 
not even regretted at the time by most pupils, either because of sheer 
exhaustion or because excitement now derived from weapons rather 
than the pen.!7 
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Flakhelfer service also changed the relationship between the boy sol- 
diers and their homes, and usually for the worse. The same insecurity 
was at play here as when facing other authority figures: these teen- 
agers wanted to be adults but had not yet mastered necessary hurdles 
in their ongoing adolescence. To the same degree that they admired 
soldiers and their officers—sometimes an experience that resembled 
unrequited love—they somewhat unsuccessfully dismissed traditional 
schoolteachers and regime-sanctioned youth leaders, thinking them- 
selves almost adults. This mentality entered into their relationship with 
older members of their families as well. With fathers or older brothers 
mostly at the fronts or already killed, it was easy to ignore the authority 
of concerned mothers, aunts, or grandparents.!”4 While the boys, fre- 
quently close to their towns, were allowed home leave several times a 
month, they used this opportunity to get home-cooked meals and a 
good night’s rest and for posturing, but hardly to return to the bosom 
of the family. The boys felt uneasy at home, as a result of doubts about 
their newly acquired status; they knew that something was out of 
sync.!”> They especially resented it when mothers came to visit them in 
their compounds, because this gave the older soldiers more grounds for 
sarcasm.'7° Because of their ambivalence about maternal affection, 
another childhood support was torn away from these teenagers. 

The entire Flakhelfer interlude resulted in changes in these boys’ 
collective persona that set them apart from the world around them, 
alienating them from their conventional peers and superiors, while not 
yet amalgamating them with the new soldier class they craved to be- 
long to. This gave them a strange new sense of identity as a group unto 
itself; they developed their own rituals and taboos, where feelings of 
negativity and self-doubt, but also the tremendous fear of instant 
death, were turned into a subjective sense of being part of an elite. And 
that brought with it certain entitlements. Because it just was not done, 
Flakhelfer would enter into conversations with Soviet POWs who had 
been commandeered to assist in artillery service, finding them quite 
human (contrary to what Nazi propaganda made them out to be).'”” 
While hardly wavering from the standard belief in Germany’s “Final 
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Victory,” they would also interest themselves in some of the enemy sol- 
diers they shot down—British, Canadian, and particularly American 
pilots and their crews—whose uniforms or haircuts intrigued them 
and inspired their own budding sense of fashion.'”8 America was, after 
all, an interesting phenomenon despite being the enemy; the flak 
helpers were impressed by the power of their superior planes. And 
Allied Forces pilots were held in awe, even in Nazi Germany, where in 
the worst of cases angry crowds in the country might lynch them as 
“terror fliers.”!”? But fleeting encounters with these western enemies, 
as they were observed falling from the skies suspended from parachutes 
or found as casualties in crashed planes, also led to curiosity about their 
life-style and popular culture as gleaned through enemy radio stations, 
which those elderly teachers did not talk about. Therefore, like the 
Swings of Hamburg or Frankfurt, flak helpers soon took to listening to 
Dixieland jazz and swing, though clandestinely, trying to heat up the 
HJ hymns and wearing their hair a bit longer, as signs of mutual recog- 
nition among themselves and symbols of being different from the 
world around them.'8° 

It is important to emphasize that the Flakhelfers’ unusual situa- 
tion—wanting to outgrow the HJ and being ill served by teachers, yet 
not accepted as full-fledged soldiers and hence developing certain idio- 
syncrasies like wearing their hair longer—did not translate for them 
into a rejection of the Nazi system. On the contrary: whatever had 
been abstract dogma or preliminary drill and training in the Hitler 
Youth, could now be put to the test of hands-on practice in the flak 
emplacements. The memoirs of former Flakhelfer attest to the fact that 
differences between them and the HJ were not over ideology, but over 
their status as juveniles or adults. The war itself, during which they 
were attempting to shoot down enemy planes, for most of them rein- 
forced pre-existing notions that they were fighting a justified war for 
Adolf Hitler and his Third Reich. 

The final factor that interfered with a smooth transition from the 
Hitler Youth to the armed forces was the SS. Its armed wing, the 
Waffen-SS, had been in existence since August 1938. Always beyond 
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the Wehrmacht but ideologically and institutionally tied to Himmler, 
it was routinely staffed by conscripting members of the black-shirted 
General SS, by Death Head’s squads from the concentration camps, 
and by regular police units, as well as by enticing volunteers from the 
HJ.!8! The HJ youth were drawn to it for several reasons: the SS’s rep- 
utation for hardness, its well-tailored uniforms, the prestige that 
Hitler’s Praetorian Guards enjoyed among all of the Party cadres, and, 
not least, its status as the personification and embodiment of Nazi ide- 
ology and superiority. The SS claimed to be the elite of the renewed 
German nation, and as such was idolized by many young people. As 
soon as fighting began in September 1939, the standing of the field- 
gray-uniformed Waffen-SS was enhanced by its emphasis on the 
toughest discipline and order as well as resourcefulness and resilience 
in battle; it was said to be supported by superior apparatus such as fully 
motorized battalions. The fact that within its officer ranks the SS paid 
much less attention to social class than did the traditional formations 
of the Wehrmacht worked to its benefit. The truly fanatical members 
of the HJ who had embraced the racialist ideology revolving around 
the German master race, and especially the role of males in guarding 
core values, regarded the Waffen-SS with high enthusiasm, feeling that 
incorporation in its ranks was a natural complement to a fulfilling HJ 
tour of duty.!®? 

Ideally, from the vantage point of Himmler and his insiders, every 
year starting from 1938 the top graduates of the HJ at age eighteen 
were to enter the Waffen-SS as volunteers. This claim was supported 
by a well-functioning relationship between the HJ and SS dating back 
to 1933, especially after the creation of the youth police, the HJ- 
Streifendienst (SRD), in 1934.!%% If anything, Axmann’s relationship 
with high SS leaders such as Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich was 
even closer than that of his predecessor, von Schirach. But as time was 
to show, there were limits to the number of recruits the Waffen-SS 
could claim for itself from the ranks of senior HJ members, despite 
various ruses that Himmler and the deferential Axmann employed to 
get around the difficulties. 
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Primary among these limitations was the statutory advantage the 
traditional Wehrmacht branches held over the SS in that the Wehrma- 
cht High Command had been assigned an official ratio for its forces, 
which it had to fill by conscription or through volunteers. With slight 
variations from year to year, until 1942, this consisted of 66 percent for 
the Army, 9 for the Navy, and 25 for the Air Force. The Waffen-SS, of 
whom the Wehrmacht had been suspicious as an upstart since its 
inception, was too small to be specifically included in this distribution 
scheme. Hitler had granted it a few armed divisions, leaving the details 
to be worked out by the Wehrmacht and SS.'84 Thus the Fiihrer had 
once again seen to it that a potentially chaotic situation could be 
resolved ultimately only by himself. In effect, this meant that Himmler 
was permitted to induct a generous contingent of men from his Gen- 
eral SS for his Waffen-SS, but that the number of volunteers he could 
court for the Waffen-SS from other sources would be limited. The 
Wehrmacht thus exercised a recruiting monopoly until the second half 
of 1942, when Himmler, too, was permitted to conscript recruits 
because Hitler wanted more and younger troops. 

Another limitation on SS recruiting was that the Wehrmacht— 
apart from its official liaison with the HJ since 1935—made full use of 
its privilege of visiting the Reich’s Gymnasien for the sake of courting 
future officers from among the pupils, who were of course also Hitler 
Youth. This was based on the rationale that when candidates joined the 
Wehrmacht as volunteers before being drafted, they could elect what- 
ever armed branch suited their taste. On the other hand, if they waited 
until their name was called, they would be assigned to a branch they 
might not like.'*° Aiding the Wehrmacht in this quest was the fact that 
in the youths’ eyes, the conventional military was legitimized by Ger- 
man history. Moreover, as a result of general conscription from March 
1935 to 1938, the Wehrmacht was ahead of the SS by a full three years 
in actually possessing operational combat units. It reflects on the HJ as 
a prime conveyor of Nazi ideology that it could not motivate a critical 
mass of its graduates to choose the Waffen-SS over the Wehrmacht, 
despite the fact that originally both the HJ and SS were creations of the 
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Nazi Party. When faced with the choice, unlike their more enthusiastic 
comrades, many HJ leaders and ordinary members tended to pass up 
Himmler’s revolutionary corps in favor of the Army, Air Force, or 
Navy. 

This was the predominant trend from 1938 until capitulation in 
spring 1945. Within its limits, the SS was determined to recruit as 
many HJ youths as possible, by trying to outwit the Wehrmacht and 
availing itself of its good relations with Axmann. At first it was taken 
for granted that enough pressure could be exerted on veteran SRD 
members, with the result that they would join the Waffen-SS to a man, 
perhaps after first having joined the General SS. But despite constant 
exhortations, even those youths who were awed by the SS often did not 
feel up to it; it was precisely the elitist reputation of physical toughness 
and ideological rigor in the SS that induced them to consider the 
Wehrmacht’ safer and less demanding alternatives.!*° It is true that 
there were SRD members who did join the Waffen-SS, accompanied 
by fellows from the general HJ, many of them flocking to Himmler’s 


troops in their early stages.1%7 


Before long, however, quite a few of 
them, when home on furlough, warned their younger comrades not 
only of the excessive harshness in these Nazi elite troops, whose stan- 
dards were much tougher than those in the Wehrmacht, but also of SS 
pressure to shed Christian church ties. As well, they told of atrocities 
against partisans, POWs, and Jews by the SS that they had witnessed in 
the field, often as accomplices.'8* Nor was the higher casualty rate 
among the Waffen-SS lost on HJ teenagers.!*? Although many were in- 
trigued by it, others were repulsed by the blood-group tattoo that every 
SS man received near his armpit, for they saw it as a stigma betraying 
its bearers as a sworn group, a group whose purpose was dubious.'”° 
As soon as the Waffen-SS recruiting teams realized that adverse news 
from the fronts was beginning to dampen the enthusiasm of potential 
SS candidates, they began to operate with a mixture of flattery and 
pressure. By 1941, recruiters were approaching senior Hitler Youths, 
complimenting them on their looks (“You two tall fellows, what are 
you looking for in the Navy? Come to the SS! That’s an honor!”) and 
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then prompting them to sign their names. It took strength of will not 
to be seduced by the SS aura of power and virility.!?' Soon the Waffen- 
SS perfected a tactic that critics from the Wehrmacht termed “the cate- 
gorical demand to join voluntarily,” with the HJ leadership abetting. It 
instructed its local leaders to call in the boys for regular service, there to 
meet SS recruiters, but “without telling them what it is all about.”!”” 

During 1942, the SS was complaining about how little headway it 
was making in comparison with Wehrmacht recruiters.!”* Meanwhile, 
Hitler was approaching his manpower impasse in the months before 
the fall of Stalingrad. Impressed by the brutality and military successes 
of Himmler’s squads thus far, Hitler allowed him to modify in his favor 
the recruitment allotment ratio set earlier, thereby facilitating enlarge- 
ment of the Waffen-SS by conscription. The Fiihrer did this duplici- 
tously in order not to upset the Wehrmacht, and Himmler wisely 
commenced the SS draft not in the German Reich, but among ethnic 
Germans in the Balkans.'*4 At the same time, the Waffen-SS intensi- 
fied its recruitment efforts in local HJ stations by stepping up its pres- 
sure; sixteen-year-old Hitler Youths like Erhard Eppler could barely 
escape through quick pre-registration with one of the Wehrmacht’s 
proprietary enlistment offices.!?? Wehrmacht pre-enlistment also 
became a favorite line of defense for Flakhelfer after the capitulation at 
Stalingrad in February 1943, because even in the face of the daily fric- 
tion with superiors in the battery emplacements they had immediate 
recourse to a traditional armed-forces branch.!%° 

By 1942, then, the SS was concentrating its efforts to recruit youth 
in three areas: in the newly established WE camps, the RAD camps, 
and the regular HJ stomping grounds. The WE camps offered great 
potential because out of 120 of them, about 40 were run by the SS, to 
which 90,000 HJ members were assigned. Here the SS was grossly 
over-represented, given that its stake in the combined Nazi armed 
forces was merely 3 percent. But the problem was that although the SS 
furnished 700 trainers for the WE centers, the great majority of their 
charges, including promising SRD veterans, still opted for Wehrmacht 
service, not least because of the cruelty of their SS warders. Ironically, 
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of those who did apply, many had to be rejected because they did not 
meet Himmler’s elite racial standards, as they were either too short or 
their skull measurements were not right. !7” 

Himmler’s next chance arrived when after the Stalingrad debacle 
Hitler relaxed the stern conscription rules for SS recruitment within 
Germany, to be initially attempted in the RAD camps.!”® But trying to 
press already discouraged RAD trainees into the Waffen-SS, a process 
during which SS recruiters would use all the physical and psychologi- 
cal force at their disposal, proved disastrous. Since there was still no 
official SS draft ordinance, only a tacit understanding between Hitler 
and Himmler, the RAD draftees resisted the bullying. This was not 
easy; the SS worked on some candidates for many hours without inter- 
ruption, while others were physically assaulted. In at least one Reich 
Labor Service camp the SS pretended to sign up candidates only gener- 
ally, specifically crossing out, in pencil, the name of the Waffen-SS. 
Only later did the HJ boys learn that the pencil lines had been erased.!”” 

Understandably, Himmler was not too happy with the overall 
results. Even among those who had signed up, whether by the carrot or 
the stick, many were either physically unacceptable or mentally not 
ready, for example if they refused to renounce their Christian faith. 
Blaming the HJ, Himmler found many of the inductees to be afraid. 
“It was reported that the candidates were crying and that those who 
did not pass muster were rejoicing,” he complained to Bormann in 
May 1943. But until the spring of 1945, the pied pipers from the 
Waffen-SS had no choice but to continue their fiendish combination 
of persuasion and terror in every part of the HJ leadership's realm. By 
paying lip service to the principle of voluntarism, the SS extorted more 
signatures, sometimes after the visit of a dashing SS officer showing off 
his Iron Cross, on other occasions after screening a fascinating SS film 
from the front. But tricks and traps still abounded. In one case the 
boys were X-rayed for tuberculosis by Himmler’s mobile radiation unit 
headed by an SS Colonel, Professor Hans Holfelder. When they con- 
firmed the examination in writing, they also confirmed the small print, 
containing their consent to be drafted. As late as March 1945 in the 
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countryside east of Munich, the SS was still using scare tactics: explod- 
ing grenades behind sixteen-year-old boys to shock them (they in- 
stantly wet their pants), or threatening others with handguns.”°! These 
dubious methods brought few rewards. The SS’s own quotas could 
never be met, since juveniles from the Hitler Youth kept showing a 
marked predilection for “tank divisions, Navy, mountain troops, 
motorized units,” but not those of the SS. 

It was in collaboration with Axmann that the Waffen-SS eventually 
attained a triumph, short-lived as it was, with a tank division manned 
almost entirely by Hitler Youths—the highlight of the laborious collu- 
sion between the HJ and SS. Overly ambitious and in craven devotion 
to Himmler, Axmann in early February of 1943 exploited the defeat at 
Stalingrad and, in search of a military legacy for himself, approached 
the highest SS echelons with a plan of creating HJ panzer troops. He 
knew this might be successful because he was familiar with the pen- 
chant of his charges for military rolling stock, especially tanks, which 
so far HJ trainees had only admired from a distance. Axmann used to 
his advantage the instinct for play in every Hitler Youth, who in the 
case of action in the field would be between sixteen and eighteen years 
old. In many ways they were still children, “in love with their vehicles,” 
as one of their field commanders, SS General Hubert Meyer, remem- 
bers.7°? It is both significant and touching that when they were trained 
for combat in 1943 and early 1944, the panzer recruits did not receive 
cigarettes like mature soldiers, but candy.” Yet as with the Flakhelfer, 
in the acute situations of warfare, the fight was no game. 

Himmler, backed in this by Hitler, was immediately attracted to the 
idea and decided that a HJ tank division, to be modeled on the classic 
“SS-Panzerdivision Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler,” the first of several SS 
tank units, had to have around 20,000 men and 4,000 leaders. They 
were to be screened from among 30,000 current Hitler Youths as well 
as seasoned veterans of other SS divisions, but also from former HJ al- 
ready in the Wehrmacht as NCOs and officers.”° Nevertheless, Axmann 
soon had to concede that it would be difficult to recruit a youth con- 
tingent of that strength, especially since he did not have sufficient 
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experts to train them.?”° The redoubled recruiting efforts of the SS 
especially in RAD camps that so bothered the HJ boys after 1942 was 
being done with these tank divisions in mind.*”” In the end, large 
numbers of youths were trained for many months in Wehrertiich- 
tigungslager staffed by the SS as well as in Beverloo in Belgium, until 
they were ready for battle on the western front in the early summer 
of 1944.78 

Their first encounter with the enemy was a day after D-Day, on 
June 7, 1944, near Caen, just off the beach in Normandy, as they faced 
Canadian, American, and British assault craft. There appear to have 
been close to 20,000 boys, and during one of their first attacks they 
promptly knocked out twenty-eight Canadian tanks.” A former HJ, 
in retrospect, has said, “our division fought valiantly.”?!° With the 
ingenuousness and resilience of youth, but also fully conscious of being 
in an SS division known for murderous onslaught, the boys battled so 
tenaciously that by the middle of July they had lost 3,000 soldiers, and 
Himmler and Axmann were desperate for replacements.”!! Some of 
these youthful soldiers engaged in suicide missions that seasoned 
Wehrmacht soldiers would never have dared to attempt, such as allow- 
ing tanks to roll over them and then detonating a grenade.”!* German 
Army commanders like Rommel and Heinz Guderian got to be as 
much in awe of them as their enemies were.?!> Their fanatical faith in 
their cause and in themselves led them to commit war crimes, how- 
ever; in the late summer of 1944 they shot sixty-four British and Cana- 
dian prisoners-of-war, for which their commanding officer, Kurt 
Meyer, was eventually sentenced to death by a Canadian court.?!4 In 
keeping with the character of this tank division, Meyer had been the 
youngest divisional commander in the entire Nazi forces at the time of 
his appointment. Meyer was already the second commander after the 
first one had fallen during the invasion, and after his capture, he was 
followed by two more leaders.”!° Effective leadership could not be 
depended upon. 

After many cataclysmic events at the fronts, the most disastrous for 
the HJ panzer division and also the most sobering for its survivors in 
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the end was its defeat of September 1944. Faced with insuperable 
enemy forces and never-ceasing Allied air attacks, the 12th SS Panzer 
Division “Hitlerjugend” got caught in the encircled area near Falaise, 
some twenty miles south of Caen (which it had taken on July 9). With 
only 600 men remaining and no tanks breaking free and returning to 
the Reich, they regrouped as part of the 6th SS-Panzer Army under 
Hitler’s favorite warrior Sepp Dietrich, a butcher’s apprentice turned 
SS general, known for his desperate but unsuccessful attempt to save 


the regime.7!° 


The Final Victory 


When the ultimate defeat began to descend upon Nazi Germany in 
late 1944, its leaders had no choice but to husband their last resources 
in both manpower and materials. By this time the Allied air forces had 
attained total control of the skies, and the German Navy was losing its 
grip in the Atlantic, the North Sea, and the Baltic, the last of which 
had been crucial for the safe conduct of Swedish iron ore to German 
shores. Vital industrial installations in the Ruhr Valley were bom- 
barded decisively in early 1944, as were the Schweinfurt ball-bearing 
works in northern Bavaria. The German synthetic oil industry was 
being knocked out, and Romanian crude oil was no longer available to 
the Nazis after successful British and U.S. long-range planes had staged 
their last raid on Ploesti in August 1944.7!” 

All the while, after the successful invasion of Sicily in July 1943 and 
Normandy in June 1944, the western Allies were inching up to the 
Reich from the edges of Europe in the South and West, and the Soviets 
were preparing to take the capital of Berlin from the East. In Septem- 
ber 1944 the U.S. First Army crossed over the German frontier for the 
first time, near Eupen in Belgium, occupying Reich territory north of 
Trier. By early February 1945, the western armies, consisting alto- 
gether of two million Americans, British, Canadians, and Free French, 
were poised to move from France into Germany. They reached the area 
west of the Upper Rhine on February 9. By the beginning of March 
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the entire left bank of the Rhine River was in Allied hands, and on 
March 7 U.S. troops crossed the last remaining bridge over the Rhine 
at Remagen, some fifteen miles south of Bonn. The northern part of 
the heavily industrialized Ruhr area was subdued at the end of that 
month, as the Allies were now advancing toward the North Sea and 
Baltic coasts. Bremen and Liibeck fell to Field Marshall Bernard Mont- 
gomery’s Army just before the Americans were able to take Hamburg 
on May 3. By early April the entire Ruhr had surrendered to the Amer- 
ican Ninth Army, with over 300,000 German prisoners being taken. 
At that point Hitler’s formerly unflinching vassal, Field Marshall Wal- 
ter Model, put a bullet through his head.?!8 

Having collected soldiers who had lost contact with their units, flak 
emplacement personnel as well as inmates of officer training schools 
and WE camps, Field Marshall Albert Kesselring had formed an Army 
Group South for the defense of southern Germany. Despite his efforts, 
General Alexander Patch’s American tanks entered Nuremberg, an 
important shrine of Nazidom, which was theirs on April 20. Ironically, 
it was Hitler’s birthday and the traditional day of initiation for new 
Hitler Youth recruits. Patch and his colleague George Patton contin- 
ued into the Alpine region, Patton eventually to meet up with the Red 
Army, which had invaded Vienna on April 6th, conquering it on the 
13th.?!? This happened after Budapest had been taken by the Russians 
in February, with a loss of almost 30,000 German men.?”° 

Meanwhile, in the East, the White Russian Front of General Ivan 
Tscherniakovsky had plunged into East Prussia in October 1944, 
touching Gumbinnen, not far from K6nigsberg or, for that matter, 
Rastenburg, home to the Fiihrer’s command post Wolf’s Lair. Even 
though the Soviet general had to beat a retreat for the time being, huge 
numbers of Wehrmacht soldiers had already been surrendering to the 
Red Army for some time. The conquest of East Prussia, bordering on 
the Baltic Sea, was essential for the march on Berlin from the North; in 
January 1945 Stalin knew the capital would be included in the future 
Soviet occupation zone. By the end of that month Kénigsberg was sur- 
rounded, with German forces driven onto Pillau, the Baltic peninsula 
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somewhat northwest of the East Prussian capital. Further to the south, 
the Oder River—the last major impediment before Berlin—had been 
crossed and almost all of Silesia to the east of it occupied. February saw 
the Soviets pushing fiercely westward in a broad front from East Prus- 
sia and Pomerania down to Silesia. Small German counter-offensives 
such as the one at Pomeranian Pyritz-Stargard were soon quelled. The 
Russian advance was indirectly helped by a series of Anglo-American 
air raids against the Saxon capital of Dresden, a strategically important 
railway hub, on February 14-15. The death toll there of “tens of thou- 
sands” of civilians who were fire-bombed, many of them fugitives en 
route from the East, had a similarly devastating effect on German 
morale as the fire-bombing of Hamburg had had in the summer of 
1943. From West Prussian Danzig (Gdarisk), a great many fugitives 
could still escape from the Russians by sea, until at the end of March 
that port too fell to the Red Army. As the Battle of Berlin was begin- 
ning by mid-April, Lower Silesian Breslau was still holding out and did 
so until early May, and so was Prague in the Protectorate, until on May 
5 it was captured by Czech resistance fighters, who, however, had to 
surrender control to the Russians later in the month. By that time, 
countless “inhuman acts of cruelty,” in the words of the German histo- 
rian Lothar Gruchmann, had already been perpetrated on Prague’s 
remaining Sudeten and Reich German population.”*! 

The Russians could have captured Hitler earlier when he was at 
Wolf's Lair in October 1944, but by January 16, 1945, he had repaired 
to his bunker below the Berlin Reich Chancellery. By the middle of 
April Marshal Georgi Zhukov with his 1st Belorussian Front was mov- 
ing against the northern outskirts of Berlin from the Oder River, while 
Marshal Ivan Koniev’s Ukrainian forces were closing in on the city’s 
southern environs, after having traversed the Neisse, a tributary of the 
Oder. Hitler briefly considered opening up a new German front under 
SS General Felix Steiner and Wehrmacht General Walther Wenck; 
Wenck’s 12th Army division stationed near Wittenberge in Branden- 
burg on the Elbe and Stepenitz rivers, like Kesselring’s to the south- 
west, was staffed by an assortment of young, inexperienced soldiers, 
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including hastily drafted RAD Workmen and members of the Hitler 
Youth. Parts of these contingents were then set in motion to march 
eastward on Berlin, but were unable to get there before the end of 
April. U.S. forces too were moving east during this last month in the 
Third Reich’s history, encountering heavy German opposition in the 
Harz Mountains east of Brunswick, where Himmler had addressed the 
Hitler Youth nine years earlier. On April 25, when the capital was com- 
pletely encircled by Zhukov’s and Koniev’s armies, the Americans met 
up with Russian troops near Saxon Torgau on the Elbe, tentatively cel- 
ebrating their hard-won victory. For seven days thereafter, until Berlin 
as a city surrendered on May 2, Russian tanks and foot soldiers waged 
ferocious street and house-to-house battles, winning territory inch by 
inch against disorganized squads of straggling Wehrmacht soldiers, 
motley Waffen-SS crews, and clutches of poorly armed Hitler Youths. 
Those desperate boys did not know they were defending a moribund 
tyrant who, shielded in his bunker by his cronies, married his mistress, 
Eva Braun, on April 29, only to commit suicide a day later.?”” 

The increasing demands on men and matériel were raising impor- 
tant questions regarding ever-greater deficits in the Third Reich’s over- 
all resources. There had been problems ever since the invasion of the 
Soviet Union in June 1941, but after the disaster of Stalingrad in Feb- 
ruary 1943 and with enemy invasions looming, it had become clear 
that the Nazi regime had to redouble its efforts in the marshaling of 
economic and manpower potential. On the matériel side, the new 
Reich Armaments Minister Albert Speer, along with Reich Marshal 
Goring and Plenipotentiary for the Work Force Fritz Sauckel, took 
firmer control.””? On the personnel side, Sauckel had insisted, a week 
before the fall of Stalingrad, that he needed all males from age sixteen 
to sixty-five to join the war economy.””4 However, as was typical of the 
confusion that had already infected all bureaucracies in the Third 
Reich, this would conflict with Goebbels’s widely publicized Sport- 
palast speech of February 18, 1943, in which the Propaganda Minister 
asked the German people to agree to the new extraordinary demands 
of total war. Goebbels required “operative reserves,” meaning the mili- 
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tary deployment of hitherto non-draftable men, including adoles- 
cents.”> Potential contradictions between the needs of the economy 
and those of the military were not removed when Goebbels became 
Plenipotentiary for the Total War Effort (yet another grandiose title 
signifying a parasitical office) on July 25, 1944, in which capacity he 
could scout for manpower additions to the war economy, thus assisting 
Speer and Sauckel, while at the same time helping to find new soldiers, 
in this way counteracting them.””° 

Hitler himself, as usual trying to have the last word in situations of 
disorder, appeared to cast his lot with the advocates of armed forces 
expansion when he decreed the establishment of the Volkssturm, a sort 
of last-ditch people’s militia for the defense of the home front, to be 
recruited from among men aged sixteen to sixty, on September 25, 
1944. Civilians by the Geneva conventions, and therefore in danger of 
being treated as partisans when caught, they would wear armbands 
over mufti to indicate combatant status and would be instructed in the 
use of whatever arms could be found.?”” In early October Himmler, 
freshly installed as Supreme Commander of the Replacement Army, 
decided that a new batch of fighters could be made available by declar- 
ing younger cohorts of Hitler Youths eligible for this service than had 
been the rule before: all those of age sixteen were to be trained in WE 
camps of six weeks’ duration, and those of age fifteen in camps of four 
weeks’ duration. A few days later, in conjunction with Bormann, Himm- 
ler ruled that anyone now in RAD camps—the stage just prior to 
Wehrmacht induction—could also be sent into immediate combat, 
within the framework of the Volkssturm. Newly organized HJ training 
courses would acquaint the youthful warriors with high-power weapons, 
such as machine guns, bazookas, and carbines, in only four days. 
Specifically mentioned were future encounters with enemy tanks.”?8 

As the Allied invasions proceeded that year, it became clear how 
important the tank was as a weapon. Tanks were the land armament of 
choice for the Americans and the Russians, as they had been, indeed, 
for the only regular division ever set up under the banner of the Hitler 
Youth. To be conquered by Americans may have been bad enough, but 
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there existed a mortal fear of the Russians among the German civil- 
ians living close to the eastern borders and among the Wehrmacht and 
Waffen-SS fighting near the Soviet lines. It dawned increasingly on the 
Germans that “as an incentive for the soldiers of the Red Army, now 
that the prewar territory of the U.S.S.R. had been freed of German 
occupation, the internal propaganda was concentrated on the theme of 
vengeance as a replacement for the earlier theme of defending the 
homeland.”?”? 

Hence by January 1945 at the latest, anti-tank weapons became part 
of the munitions arsenal of every HJ branch of the Volkssturm that was 
now organized and lying in wait, especially for Russians about to tread 
on German soil.?° At that time Reich Youth Leader Axmann asked 
Hitler for permission to create special HJ anti-tank brigades, to pre- 
vent the Soviets from crossing the Oder. After some hesitation, Hitler, 
grasping at every last straw, welcomed the idea. From January on, the 
enrollment of fifteen-year-old boys for active combat, through special 
Hitler Youth, WE, or RAD camps, was further encouraged. Beginning 
in February, the possibility of combat for fourteen-year-olds (those 
born in late 1930) was not excluded.”?! And if until March the lines 
between voluntarism and compulsion in the various forms of the 
armed service by these youths—all under nineteen—had still been 
blurred, that uncertainty was removed when on the third of that 
month Hitler's Wehrmacht Chief of Staff, Field Marshal Wilhelm Kei- 
tel, ordered conscription for any male born in 1929 or earlier.*?” More- 
over, Hitler planned to pull out all those born in 1928 from the 
Volkssturm and have them thrown in with troops at the regular fronts, 
however close those fronts may already have been to German towns 
and cities.*°? Those boys born in 1929 and 1930 were to serve in 
Volkssturm brigades or in Axmann’s special anti-tank divisions, sta- 
tioned in or near endangered German settlements.?*4 

By the end of March those brigades were often staffed by boys who 
had already done much fighting elsewhere and, exhausted and some- 
times wounded, represented reserves of the last resort. “Here they are,” 
wrote Vienna HJ leader Ringler in his diary on March 28, “Willi with 
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his artificial lower leg, Hubert with his shot-off thigh, Hannes with his 
damaged foot, Schorschi with a prosthesis and head bandage, Karl 
with his empty sleeve, and all the others, those already recuperated or 
barely so.”?°° At the beginning of April, there were similar troops all 
over Hitler’s Reich—Munich, Nuremberg, Berlin.?*° 

Already in the fall of 1944 Goebbels was full of admiration for HJ 
squads that were rushing to the western front to help with heavy forti- 
fications.”*” Later in the year and in early 1945, Hitler Youth troops of 
various sizes and provenance were specializing in halting the tanks of 
Americans pushing to the Northwest and South of Germany. In some 
locations, such as Nuremberg until April 20, the HJ troops also carried 
anti-tank rockets and rifles, typically older French and Italian models, 
because new ordnance was scarce. Usually, these HJ formations, what- 
ever their size, were fighting in conjunction with the Wehrmacht or 
Waffen-SS.738 Sometimes they informally attached themselves to indi- 
vidual officers, content to follow their orders, thereby sealing their own 
fates. Near Einbeck, between Géttingen and Hanover, four local 
Hitler Youths met up with Heinz Neupert, a fanatical Luftwaffe lieu- 
tenant, who was recuperating from a war injury. On Sunday, April 8, as 
American troops were moving east across the northern half of Ger- 
many, the four schoolboys loaded their bazookas into a small Opel car 
and under Neupert’s guidance drove to the village of Liithorst, close to 
the U.S. line of fire. They hid behind a pile of boulders and recklessly 
began to shoot at the Americans. According to a local witness, “one 
tank positioned itself in front of the village and shelled the quarry until 
nothing was moving any more. The boys were hit mostly in the ab- 
domen. They were still screaming, but nobody dared to go in there.”?* 

In the East, by the middle of January 1945 Kénigsberg had become 
the first important target of the Red Army. There were Hitler Youth 
troops on the East Prussian front, in defense of that one-time bastion 
of the Teutonic Knights. One squad consisted of the cadets of a glider 
school that had been transferred there from the West, sixteen and sev- 
enteen years old, who were now manning machine guns. However, 
some of them had only old rifles that froze and kept stalling in the 
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cold. The Russians got dangerously close and totally overran this 
group. As Joe Volkmar later recalled, “out of 90 proud glider pilots, we 
lost 20 killed or missing in our four-hour combat experience that fate- 
ful morning of January 25th.”2“° Hitler Youths were everywhere in the 
defense of Kénigsberg and its surroundings, but no sooner did Soviet 
soldiers come across them than they treated them brutally, often by 
beheading them with bayonets.”“! 

Whereas K6nigsberg held out until April 10, Danzig in West Prussia 
had already surrendered on March 27.7 In the spring of 1945 the 
entire eastern front, now being pushed steadily to the West, was sus- 
tained in large part by those newly created Hitler Youth battalions, 
with some interruptions, right down to Vienna. In Pyritz, south of 
Pomeranian Stettin, there were many who had been trucked there as 
part of the last-ditch Volkssturm, holding the German lines against the 
assaults of the Soviet 9th Guard Tank Corps moving in from eastern 
Lippehne. Among them were former flak helpers who had been rushed 
there from elsewhere in the Reich and granted the status of soldiers 
(their dream of former months) to protect them under the Geneva 
conventions. When recalling this time, Rolf Noll can name comrades 
as young as thirteen, and he remembers how Russian tank drivers spe- 
cialized in spotting youths in hastily created dugouts, then moving 
their vehicles over them and turning on the spot, thus crushing the 
boys underneath.“ Further south in provincial Brandenburg, on the 
Oder River near Frankfurt and Kiistrin, a specially called-up Hitler 
Youth regiment “Frankfurt/Oder” was fighting under HJ commander 
Kiesgen, trying to halt the Russian onslaught on the capital.*4° And in 
Silesia, too, there were such regiments, in particular one in Breslau 
called “Regimentsgruppe Hitlerjugend,” under HJ leader Herbert 
Hirsch and several Wehrmacht NCOs. Altogether, 1,000 boys were 
fighting there in two battalions, as they retook from the Russians a rail- 
way station and a factory, mostly with hand grenades. At least half of 
those child soldiers perished.?“° Breslau fell in early May, as did Prague, 
where armed Hitler Youths had also been holding their ground. When 
the Czech insurgents took control of the city center, they—who were 
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now drowning, hanging, and burning German civilians by the hun- 
dreds—singled out these boys. “Approximately forty Hitler Youths, 
blood-stained and with swollen, beat-up faces, were driven into the 
human square. In front of the assembled prisoners, after unspeakable 
cruelties, they were finished off with knives and clubs.”?4” 

Many if not most of these young German soldiers, out of despera- 
tion but also because they had been brainwashed in prior training ses- 
sions to show no mercy especially to Slavic enemy soldiers, were 
equally cruel. In order to boost their morale, but also for Goebbels’s 
newsreels, Hitler received a contingent of twenty of them in his Reich 
Chancellery bunker on March 19. They had been brought in from 
Pomerania and Silesia, and each of them was presented as a little hero, 
having knocked out a tank single-handedly or having taken Russian 
prisoners. The youngest of them was Alfred Czech, twelve years old 
and from Upper-Silesian Oppeln, who had been decorated for rescu- 
ing twelve wounded Wehrmacht soldiers and catching a “Soviet spy.” 
Some had knocked out tanks with bazookas; others served as couriers. 
All wore the Iron Cross. “You already know what battle is like from 
your own experience,” said the gray, hunched-over Fiihrer, “and you 
know that this struggle is for the German people, to be or not to be. In 
spite of all the hardships of our times, I am completely convinced that 
we shall emerge victorious from this battle, especially as I am looking 
at German youth and at you, my boys.” Hitler could not have 
expressed it better in his Mein Kampf. “Heil, mein Fihrer!” shouted 
the boys, with their eyes agleam.*“* 

By the end of March more and more Hitler Youths were being con- 
centrated in clusters around Berlin, moved from places like Branden- 
burg an der Havel, Luckenwalde, and Oranienburg to locations inside 
the capital’s suburbs, such as Spandau and Tegel in the North, and 
from there closer to the center. In mid-April nearly 6,000 of them were 
in the city, under the nominal command of Reich Youth Leader Ax- 
mann and his deputy, WE inspector Ernst Schliinder, awaiting the 
invasion of the Soviet troops. The youths were only supposed to assist 
regular Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS detachments, as well as firemen, 
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police, and the old men of the Volkssturm. But as it turned out, when 
the Russians got inside Berlin on April 25, the older fighters, under 
town commandant General Helmuth Weidling, were sadly deficient 
and totally dependent on the reserves of Wenck, which were never to 
materialize?” 

Axmann himself was safe in the bunker, next to his Fiihrer, “one of 
those devoted believers, a blind idealist,” as Hitler’s private secretary 
Traudl Junge remembers him.**’ The young fighters, on the other 
hand, temporarily buoyed by prospects of fame and glory, took posi- 
tions in dangerous places not immediately accessible to the invading 
Soviets, many of whom were relatively immobile in tanks and trucks. 
But they came, of course, in huge numbers. Armed mostly with 
bazookas, hand grenades, and some firearms, and now with only rudi- 
mentary training, the HJ bands proved to be flexible and fleet-footed. 
Especially for the younger ones, it was like playing cops and robbers, as 
they moved around in underground passageways and subway tunnels, 
hid behind ruins, and lay in wait in basements, cellars, and bombed- 
out shops. Their specialty was holding still until a tank was only a few 
yards away and then hurling their grenades. Some would lie on the 
sidewalk playing dead until a tank arrived, and then they would fire. As 
the Russians became more ubiquitous, engaging in house-to-house 
combat with soldiers, Hitler Youths jumped onto rooftops, sneaking 
up behind Red Army snipers and pushing them into the street.”?! 

For lack of regular troops, thousands of Hitler Youths were charged 
by Hitler’s and Axmann’s orders with securing strategic bridges, partic- 
ularly those across the Havel River, to safeguard the Wenck Army’s 
crossing. (For his part in this, the “incitement of youth for war,” 
Axmann was later to be condemned by a West German denazification 
court.)*>* About six hundred of them were at the Havel Pichelsdorf 
Bridge in Berlin-Spandau. Not only did Hitler expect Wenck in just 
that area, but high-placed Nazis themselves used that bridge to facili- 
tate their escape from the capital.?°* When the Russians took the bas- 
tion, however, almost all the Hitler Youths were killed. The same fate 
befell those holed up in the Olympia stadium and those sniping from 
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bunkers in the Tiergarten, the large zoo in the middle of town.?™ In 
the end, after Hitler had committed suicide on April 30, Axmann in 
the company of Bormann made his own getaway, passing hundreds of 
dead HJ boys as he did so. Bormann was killed by Soviet gunfire, but 
Axmann was able to reach safety in South Germany. He had abused 
mere children in order to save his own skin.?* 

There can be no doubt that the few Hitler Youths received by the 
Fiihrer on March 19, 1945, were ecstatic. Inspired by their personal 
successes against the enemy, they were being upheld as the paragons of 
a picture-book HJ career as it had been advertised by Nazi propaganda 
since 1933. And to meet Hitler in person was the fulfillment of a 
dream that virtually all HJ boys and girls had harbored (as did most 
German adults until late 1944), no matter how many reasons they may 
have had to complain about the conditions of their political and para- 
military socialization, especially in recent times. But the exigencies of 
this critical last phase of the war, which had truly turned into the 
struggle of survival their political leadership had always conjured up, 
made these young boys, who like their older peers had routinely been 
told that they would be male warriors and protectors of the Reich, par- 
ticularly fanatical. In 1945 they were too young to have had the oppor- 
tunity to evaluate the situation in the Reich in general, and their own, 
potentially highly perilous circumstances in particular. Hastily drafted 
and with superficial military training, they were thrown into the fight- 
ing by leaders spouting slogans of easy victory, which their older and 
more mature peers might have treated much more skeptically. Looking 
back, a fifteen-year-old with a bazooka on his shoulder fighting Rus- 
sian tanks at close range on the Oder River in late 1944 probably 
would have been aghast, had he been told as a ten-year-old HJ novice 
at the war’s beginning that he would end up at the front while still a 
teenager. In the face of imminent defeat, the majority of young boys 
who were forced to take up arms during the last phase of the Third 
Reich were demoralized, disillusioned, and scared for their lives, no 
matter what youthful ambitions and energies were still driving them. 
They had become desperate. In terrible skirmishes they had seen their 
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comrades fall to the left and right of them and were hoping only to be 
lucky enough to survive. All they really wanted to do now was go home. 

It is not surprising that with the radicalization of warfare, accompa- 
nied by an intensified Nazi indoctrination of youth in the last years of 
the war, there was, in its final weeks, a very small number of Hitler 
Youths who engaged in extreme activities unquestionably condemned 
by the Geneva conventions. First, there were some boys who were 
driven to commit crimes against humanity which at the beginning of 
the war they would only have committed as young adults, for example 
as concentration camp guards or as members of SS or Army death 
squads. Second, there were Hitler Youths who volunteered as members 
of what in postwar sensationalist literature has sometimes been falsely 
romanticized as the “Werewolves,” a Nazi resistance movement.””° 

In order to inure HJ adolescents to inhuman acts, to make them 
complicit in the crimes of the Third Reich, and to bond them to its 
murderous reputation, its leaders ordered them to commit atrocities. 
For example, in mid-March 1945 a seventeen-year-old serving in a 
Volkssturm batallion was told to execute a Ukrainian conscript worker 
found guilty of looting. The Soviet lad was fetched from a bunker, and 
when attempting to flee he was gunned down by the HJ rifleman at 
close range.”*” Later that month a HJ-Bannfiihrer commanded seven 
subordinates aged sixteen and seventeen near Austrian Deutsch- 
Schiitzen to escort sixty Jews into the woods. They then had to close 
off the area before two SS men executed the Jews. The HJ members 
had to bury them, only to notice that in one of the shallow graves a 
mortally wounded man was still stirring. After the SS had fired into the 
head of the victim, his burial began anew.”*® Also in Austria, fourteen- 
to seventeen-year-old Hitler Youths had to execute a deserter, one of 
their own from a flak emplacement. Barely over five feet tall and afraid 
of the advancing Russians, he had wanted to go home.’ Further 
north near Soltau and close to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, 
some fifty Hitler Youths were ordered to catch dozens of inmates who 
had fled. The hapless victims were lined up at dusk on the edge of town 
and then shot by the boys who had hunted them. One of them who 
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witnessed this scene, but was spared the shooting, broke down in the 
face of such evil. His father took him to the local Party office, asking 
why children had to perform these traumatizing tasks. Characteristi- 
cally, two high-placed functionaries answered: “We wish to educate the 
young people so that they become even tougher and will not shrink 
from any cruelty.”?°° Still, whether on orders or not, Hitler's youths 
served and perpetrated the deadly racial ideology of the Third Reich. 
The issue of culpability is made exceedingly difficult by their youth, 
but the issue of complicity remains. 

The Werewolves, by the more narrow and technically correct defini- 
tion, were small suicide commandos of boys and sometimes even girls 
who were dropped behind enemy lines on what was already foreign- 
occupied German soil, to reverse the conquest—in itself an insane 
task. But in a wider sense the HJ leadership would have liked every one 
of its charges to become saboteurs, causing destruction among occupa- 
tion forces in every way possible, in a casual rather than organized 
manner. This is apparent from a flyer dropped over North Germany in 
April with a request to “pass it on.” It would not take much schooling 
or mechanical know-how to harm the enemy—merely a hammer, a 
pair of pliers, a knife, a screwdriver, and some basic skills could be 
enough to stall the enemy’s war machine significantly. The flyer also 
contained suggestions for destroying army vehicles by throwing sugar 
into gas tanks or suspending invisible wires across roads, to cause 
decapitation. Instructions for derailing trains looked as foolproof as 
they were simple. And telephone lines could be rendered obsolete 
using heavy stones.”°! 

The few Werewolf commandos of the HJ were organized and 
trained in conjunction with the SS. In fact, these activities signaled the 
finale in the unsavory collaboration between Himmler’s and Schirach’s 
formations since 1935. In the most notorious case, the new German 
anti-Nazi lord mayor of Aachen, Franz Oppenhoff, after having been 
installed by U.S. Forces, was successfully assassinated by an SS man, 
two HJ boys, anda BDM girl in March 1945. (After the Allied armies 
had penetrated Germany west of the Rhine, Aachen was the first major 
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city to fall to them, in late October 1944.) The sworn group of young 
killers landed on Belgian territory near the Dutch border, having been 
dropped from the skies by a captured B-17 Flying Fortress. They 
immediately killed Josef Saive, a Dutch border guard. They then made 
their way into Aachen, shot Oppenhoff in his own house, and man- 
aged to flee, with the Americans in hot pursuit. In the end, they all per- 
ished on their way back to German-held territory, after having stepped 
on land mines.? 

The event was played up in the German media for the best possible 
effect, but there were no others like this one. Armed with weapons and 
in possession of cyanide capsules for quick suicide, Werewolves tried to 
wreak havoc in Vienna during April but got nowhere.” In one 
instance a posse of Berlin Hitler Youths, again joined by the SS, were 
dropped behind Russian lines for suicide missions, but at least one of 
them gave up and made his way back to the capital, in good enough 
shape to tell about it.7“ Three days before the Reich's capitulation, two 
Hitler Youths were again parachuted behind American lines in the 
West, only to be caught. They were taken to Brunswick, put on trial as 
spies, and condemned to death. Sixteen and seventeen years old, they 
were executed on June 1.7° The last Werewolves to make any impres- 
sion at all were inmates of a WE camp who, when caught by the Rus- 
sians in Berlin, were found to have signed their names on a list, 
promising to become active after the occupation of the Fatherland. 
Although they allowed the occasion to lapse, this did not help them 
much. Only one of them seems to have been immediately released; the 
others were taken prisoner. They lingered in Soviet camps for years, 
except for one who went missing.” 

The march into captivity constituted the last episode in the history 
of Hitler’s youths from 1933 to 1945. The figures vary; according to 
one account, at the end of World War II close to 12 million Germans 
were in the custody of the victor nations, which would represent more 
than 10 percent of the Reich’s total population in 1933. We can esti- 
mate that of those captured, at least half had been in the Hitler Youth 
at one time or another, and that would include females.**” The most 
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credible sources maintain that over 3 million men had been captured 
by the Red Army. Of those in Soviet captivity, nearly 2 million were 
sent home by 1950, but an unknown number remained in Stalin’s 
camps. Even in 1955, almost one-third of the German population was 
affected by this state of affairs. When Konrad Adenauer, the Chancel- 
lor of the Federal Republic, traveled to Moscow in June of that year, he 
was promised the release of 10,000 prisoners. By January 1956, after 
holding back some prisoners, the Soviet Union had returned the 
remaining 4,150 POWs still alive.7°% 

More German soldiers suffered and died in Soviet captivity than 
under the supervision of any of the other Allies. One aggravating cir- 
cumstance here was that in 1949 the Soviet Union, not bound by the 
Hague Laws of Land Warfare nor the Geneva conventions specific to 
POWs, sentenced 30,000 prisoners, randomly and after mock trials, to 
twenty-five years of hard labor for supposed war crimes, thus removing 
them from the comparatively privileged category of war prisoners to 
that of common (native) criminals and launching them into the noto- 
rious Gulag. This was predicated on Stalin’s decision that Russia 
needed laborers.” Predictably, life even in the POW camps was oner- 
ous, marked by dangerous chores, starvation, pests, and disease, among 
which hunger edemas and dysentery were endemic. There was cruelty 
on the part of the guards and Soviet-appointed German capos. Hitler 
Youths who had been pressed into the Waffen-SS and received the 
blood-group tattoo were singled out for special treatment, as were vol- 
untary members of the SS (hence they often tried to remove the stigma 
by burning or cutting it out, but the scar gave them away like a mark of 
Cain).’”° All told, however, these hardships scarcely measured up to 
the levels of sadistic abuse and murder which the SS had inflicted on 
their victims in the concentration camps, or which the Wehrmacht, for 
that matter, had practiced in camps for Soviet POWs. Indeed, bad as 
they were, the conditions in the Soviet POW camps were perhaps not 
unexpected in view of the Nazis’ long-time propaganda against the 
allegedly subhuman Russians and their vicious campaign of material 
and human exploitation after June 1941, to say nothing of the outright 
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destruction of Soviet Jews. However demoralized and ineffective they 
became, German soldiers had anticipated long before the final catas- 
trophe that falling into Soviet hands would be tantamount to a life sen- 
tence or death, and had therefore tried to get moved away from the 
eastern front as soon and as far as possible. But especially in the final 
weeks of the war, anybody caught by the SS or military police attempt- 
ing this on their own without proper identification would be shot on 
the spot or strung up on the nearest pole. 

The United States was the other major Allied nation responsible for 
German POWs. The Americans kept prisoners on occupied German 
soil and in Belgium, France, and Britain, as well as state-side. Experi- 
ences in those camps varied widely. Those Germans who were eventu- 
ally brought to America fared best, being fed on normal American 
rations.’”! The most devastating conditions obtained, for hundreds of 
thousands of German soldiers, in camps near the Rhine River, all of 
them in the open. In Worms across from a U.S. Army base in pictur- 
esque Heidelberg, there was a former Wehrmacht barracks where up to 
40,000 men were fenced in at any one time. For the majority, little 
food was on hand, and the latrine for all of them consisted of a huge 
square dug into the ground, where some men would drown during the 
night.*”” When inmates from this camp, which was not far from the 
French border, were handed over to camps in the south of France, 
the German POWs, fearing French revenge, despaired and many muti- 
lated or killed themselves. (Whereas the Free French had not captured 
even a quarter of a million Germans, under the command of Charles 
de Gaulle they came to guard over a million of them.) In those camps 
POWs tried to survive in open cages in situations as bad as the worst 
American ones.”’> Meanwhile, the U.S. Forces had established unshel- 
tered camps on the swampy banks of the Lower Rhine, the so-called 
Rheinwiesen-Lager, which acquired a terrible reputation for the way 
inmates were treated there. Especially notorious were the camps near 
Wickrath, Rheinberg, and Remagen. During the spring and summer 
of 1945, left virtually to themselves, the German men vegetated in 
earth pits under open skies. Scores suffocated in water and mud after 
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heavy rainfalls, while others starved to death on meager rations; some 
had only tree bark and clover to eat.?”4 It was clear that the Final Vic- 
tory had eluded them. 


Hitler’s Young Women Deceived 


From the beginning of the Nazi regime, girls and young women were 
told by the political leadership that they were eugenically valuable 
because they were the biological complement to men whose helpmates 
in the home they would be, as well as the mothers of their children, in 
order to perpetuate the German master race. They were conditioned in 
this manner by parents of Nazi persuasion, in most schools, and, 
unequivocally, in the Bund Deutscher Madel of the Hitler Youth, after 
age ten and often far into their twenties. They were trained for female- 
specific occupations—caregiving and homemaking—while being dis- 
couraged from politics, male-centered activities, intellectual pursuits, 
and large-scale decision-making. They would have to submit to males 
without question in every respect, in particular sexually, and in return, 
they were told, men would protect them. All this meant that young 
women did not have to shoulder important responsibilities in the 
industrial and agricultural processes of the nation; above all, it meant 
that they would never have to bear arms. 

However, because at many levels Hitler’s dictatorship was dysfunc- 
tional and, as such, ultimately not able to defend itself against the 
external foes it had conjured up, beginning in the mid-1930s, young 
women were gradually compromised to the same extent that the Nazis 
were compelled to compromise their ideology, in order to survive. In 
both farming and industry all women had to assume ever-heavier work 
loads (although without the attendant benefits in status or earnings 
that usually accrued to men in comparable positions), until during the 
war they were standing in for males in stop-gap, transitory capaci- 
ties.?’° After 1938, the girls were engaged more and more with war- 
related work, in theory and practice, through the Hitler Youth and its 
affiliates such as the RAD and, less commonly, the elite racist program 
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“Glaube und Schénheit.” At the height of the war, tens of thousands of 
women were serving in semi-military circumstances, which became 
more life-threatening to them as more of the menfolk perished and 
Hitler’s inevitable military defeat drew near. Even after the Reich’s 
capitulation on May 8, 1945, German adolescent females continued to 
be victimized as the wrath of the conquerors turned against them espe- 
cially in the eastern provinces, where they were raped, mutilated, 
killed, or deported to long terms of captivity. 

However, insofar as many young and older women had assisted their 
male superiors in creating a system that facilitated ever-greater human 
abuses, including their own continuous exploitation, German women 
were by no means without blame. Although they may have lived after 
1933 in a male-supremacist society in which policy decisions affecting 
them were made largely above their heads, still their own responsibility 
for their misfortune by 1945 was hardly negligible. After all, some 
women like Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, the Nazi women’s leader, and Jutta 
Riidiger, the BDM leader, even while under the supreme control of 
males had wielded power and perpetrated cruelty on others. In the 
BDM, many had accepted the racial theories constantly propounded 
to them, and a few, like Irma Grese, had taken these to their farthest 
terrible extreme. The adage concerning the survival of the fittest had 
influenced the behavior of girls who bore down on the minority of 
those in their ranks who showed little enthusiasm for sports, who were 
physically weaker or in appearance did not conform to the Aryan ideal, 
or who tended to stay away from Hitler Youth functions. Older girls in 
the “Glaube und Schénheit” program were willing participants as their 
immaculate racial countenance was complimented by the regime lead- 
ers; they knew they would be coveted as wives by the highest Nazis and 
thus would rule over Slavs in eastern European zones that had been 
cleansed of Jews.?”° 

The Nazi leadership called up young females to serve in auxiliary 
military situations by 1940, when clerical personnel were increasingly 
needed in the occupied countries. Senior graduates of the BDM and 
members of the female RAD were at first voluntarily called and later 
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seconded or conscripted to do tours of duty as “helpers” (Helferinnen) 
for the various branches of the armed forces, including the Waffen-SS. 
Thus there were staff helpers, Navy helpers, nurses, and Luftwaffe 
helpers, as well as communication (telegraph or telephone operator) 
helpers for the Army, who were known as Nachrichtenhelferinnen. 
While so-called staff helpers, usually for the Army, took care of cleri- 
cal work, interpreting, accounting, and some chauffeuring and horse- 
handling, Luftwaffe helpers assisted in running alarm and warning 
systems and in measurements and other technical tasks. Some men had 
also been carrying out these functions, but when more of them were 
sent into combat with the attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941, 
more girls were called up to replace them. This became a recurring 
theme for the rest of the war, as—with the Blitzkrieg concept aban- 
doned—increasing numbers of men were needed to face the enemy in 
action rather than for occupation and home-front duties. The ages of 
these girls ranged at the beginning of the war from eighteen to about 
twenty-two, but toward the end of the conflict it widened to between 
sixteen and well into the mid-twenties. More young women had been 
newly inducted after Stalingrad, so that by the spring of 1945, when 
the armed forces comprised approximately 10 million male soldiers, 
there were nearly half'a million Wehrmachtshelferinnen.?”” 

How close were these young women to combat, injury, capture, and 
death, and, as auxiliaries to soldiers, how much harm did they inflict 
themselves? Until the end, at least theoretically, the government held 
fast to its dogma that women should not bear arms. Reichsreferentin 
Jutta Riidiger of the BDM after 1945 prided herself on the fact that 
her girls, having been forbidden, never had to fight like soldiers.*”* But 
the reality was quite different. The armed-forces helpers were exposed 
to partisan attacks in the occupied territories, and even on the home 
front they could undergo air raids and then, after the multiple inva- 
sions, near-combat situations, for instance in heavy bunkers, as the 
fronts were being pushed inward. When they were surprised, along 
with the male soldiers they were serving, by the furious onslaught of 
the Red Army in the East, they often took up arms and joined in 
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battle, fighting quite ferociously and undoubtedly killing many. This 
alone made them complicit in Hitler’s aggressive warfare since 1939. 
Some of them received decorations for this fighting, such as the Iron 
Cross. These women all came under German military jurisdiction and 
in case of capture were theoretically protected by formal combatant sta- 
tus according to the Hague (1907) and Geneva (1929) conventions.” 

But even though toward the end of the war the Wehrmacht had spe- 
cial orders to see to the timely evacuation of these young women from 
front zones in the face of imminent danger, many were captured by the 
Allies, especially in the East. Nobody knows how many were ulti- 
mately lost; some 25,000 German women are said to have been carted 
off to Stalin’s Gulag—not as POWs, which would have eased their lot, 
but as civilians, who could be more brutally treated and held indefi- 
nitely. The Czechs and Yugoslavs acted particularly viciously against 
those who had not been able to save themselves in time; in Prague, 
during the mélées of early May 1945, many nurses were shot point- 
blank, while other helpers were stripped naked, and, with their ten- 
dons cut, were forced to crawl across Wenzel’s Square, with an enraged 
crowd kicking them, until they all succumbed.7°° 

In colloquial German the armed forces helpers were called Blitz- 
médel, or lightning girls. This term was ambivalent. Originally it 
derived from “Blitzkrieg,” lightning war, for the first helpers had been 
sent to assist in the occupation of countries conquered by lightning 
warfare, such as France. The second meaning was derogatory, for Blitz- 
miidel soon became known as adventure-loving girls who were quick in 
dispensing sexual favors.”®! Since they were usually over eighteen, this 
was undoubtedly an extension of the culture of sexual license that had 
characterized the over-fifteen echelons of the Hitler Youth in all of 
Germany since the mid-1930s, and from which, of course, these girls 
had graduated.?*? In the armed forces they got to know men who were 
often older and more experienced than themselves; bent on seduction, 
these soldiers were generous with flattery, money, and unambiguous 
presents such as lingerie, perfume, and liquor, particularly in France. 
As one soldier wrote home from Rennes: “Recently this has been all we 
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care about: what do you eat, who do you lay, where do you go on Sun- 
days?”?®? Officers in handsome uniforms especially knew how to take 
advantage of these circumstances, although officially liaisons were dis- 
couraged.?*4 The girls themselves often were eager for pleasure and love 
affairs, since fraternization with the enemy was forbidden, whereas 
German Wehrmacht soldiers took ample advantage from their supe- 
rior positions in starting relationships with young women in the occu- 
pied countries.”*’ To the extent that these foreign women became 
rivals to the Blitzmédel, the German girls often found themselves in sit- 
uations where they practically had to offer themselves to soldiers, even 
for the sake of normal social intercourse.”®° These scenarios in 1940— 
41 in France, Scandinavia, and to a lesser degree Poland and Greece 
foreshadowed what would happen at much lower ranks of the BDM 
and with distinctly younger girls toward the end of the war in most 
German towns and cities.’*” On the one hand, therefore, one might 
say that the exigencies of the war themselves created conditions in 
which girls lost decorum and self-discipline beyond what sexual mores 
would have allowed in peacetime back home. On the other hand, these 
were additional signs of victimization of young females in situations 
where, vis-a-vis more powerful males sanctioned by the Nazi system, 
they were coerced into settings in which sex became unavoidable, 
whether the official excuse of “giving a child to the Fiihrer” or plain 
libido was a factor.**° 

When the fronts moved closer and the Blitzmidel were on longer 
tours of duty with less time off, such sexual activity ceased. This be- 
came the rule for all the other groups of young women militarily 
employed after Stalingrad, when the mood was more somber and 
defensive chores multiplied. In 1944, for example, many of the female 
helpers who had worked for the Luftwaffe were deployed to artillery 
emplacements, for service alongside male Flakhelfer. No sooner had 
they arrived on the scene than they were augmented by members of the 
female RAD and even the BDM, some of them as young as sixteen.”®? 
Hitler, in conjunction with Luftwaffe generals, had authorized the 
use of female adolescents in this way in July 1943, and Goring had 
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supported it that fall.??? After the defeat of Stalingrad this had become 
necessary, as the conscription age of male Flakhelfer for service in the 
Wehrmacht was gradually being lowered and large numbers of them 
were removed to the fronts. In their stead, by the spring of 1945 tens of 
thousands of female Flakhelfer were stationed in approximately 350 
artillery emplacements at the key strategic centers of the Reich— 
chiefly the Rhineland, the northern coasts, and Berlin. Before being 
sent there, they had been specially trained not on site by rough NCOs, 
as the boys had been, but, for four weeks and more sparingly, in a 
unique facility in Rendsburg, close to the North German entry zone 
for many Allied airplanes.?! 

In 1943, when they were first assigned, it had been expressly stated 
that female flak helpers were not to be engaged with the actual use of 
firing equipment aimed at aircraft. However, even having to put young 
women close to armory bothered the Nazi leaders. They betrayed their 
uneasy conscience when they declared, in November 1944, that “the 
question whether such a service for women is fitting is moot. Assuredly 
we would like to see our girls performing other tasks.”?®” In fact, dur- 
ing 1944, these girls were also employed as anti-aircraft gunners, as the 
boys had been from the beginning.*”’ In addition to learning how to 
fire the cannons, some were instructed in the use of machine guns, 
grenades, and small firearms. One troop of female Flakhelfer who had 
been assigned to a Waffen-SS artillery unit in the center of Prague shot 
their way out of town, pursued by Czech snipers, until they landed, 
west of the city, in U.S. captivity. As handmaidens of the SS, they 
knowingly killed Czech civilians who might have been merciless in try- 
ing to recapture Prague, but who as patriots had moral justice on their 
side.?4 The fact that girls were now firing weapons proved even more 
embarrassing to the Nazi leadership. “The Nazis were hiding from the 
German public the fact that women were being used to shoot down 
planes,” former flak helper Erna Tietz told an American author in the 
1980s, adding that she was given a special identification, z.b.V, short 
for zur besonderen Verwendung or “for special use.” This meant that 
“maybe I could have been active in news gathering for the Wehrmacht, 
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or in the secretarial pool, or distribution of clothing, or so on. One 
wanted to avoid that the public learn that women were assigned to 
weapons.”?”” 

In the pursuit of these non-feminine tasks, the flak girls, who like 
the boys used their skills to down enemy planes, came to much harm. 
Totally exposed to air raids and especially targeted by enemy aircraft in 
the emplacements, many lost their lives, although complete statistics 
are not available.”° Some girls saw others die and were unable to cope 
with the calamity. Lisa was a sixteen-year-old BDM girl when in Janu- 
ary 1945 her battery took a hit from an RAF plane. “I felt the blood on 
my face, it came from my left temple. My thigh was full of grenade 
splinters.” That was bad enough. “But the corporal had his stomach 
ripped open, so that his guts were hanging out. I stood in front of him 
without being able to move. ‘Lisa, take the pistol, kill me! I could not 
do it.””?” Others were bombed on treks, in an attempt to flee.” Elisa- 
beth Zimmer witnessed how a group of girls cracked under the strain; 
those who had run for cover without expressly being told to do so were 
later pulled out and shot for cowardice.””? At the very end of the war, 
under reasonably compassionate superiors, female flak helpers were 
allowed to disband, but many ended up in captivity—American or 
British if they were lucky, or Russian if they had been stationed too 
far east. 

At the beginning of November 1944 Bormann conveyed a final 
decision by Hitler that German females, flak helpers or otherwise, were 
not to be utilized in any organized combat.*°! But—another contra- 
diction in a regime full of paradoxes—exactly one month later Jutta 
Riidiger, the chief of the BDM, linked up with Reich Women’s Leader 
Gertrud Scholtz-Klink in a general call for arms. “German women and 
girls” aged eighteen and over were implored to join the armed forces 
anywhere in the Reich and “render the kind of service which they may 
be asked to undertake within these ranks in accordance with their apti- 
tude, in lieu of soldiers.”>” 

Although Axmann later argued that this did not constitute an order 
since any such assignment was voluntary, the pressure even on BDM 


238 HITLER YOUTH 


girls was great, because that appeal also affected girls under the age of 
eighteen.>” In fact, from December 1944 to May 1945, BDM girls as 
young as fourteen joined the Volkssturm and other military facilities 
that provided instruction in the use of hand grenades, bazookas, 
machine guns, and lesser firearms.>° Forthwith, in small detachments, 
they integrated themselves into whatever regional front was battling 
the invading enemy, mostly in the East and the capital. At the Oder 
front they fought with anti-tank weapons and some, freshly inducted 
from the RAD, in hand-to-hand skirmishes, wielding spades against 
the bayonets of Russians.>” In the defense of Berlin they specialized, 
like their male cohorts, in hurling anti-tank grenades from short dis- 
tances.°°° There was also a “death squad” of young girls commanded 
by the Waffen-SS, who had red-painted lips and fought with abandon, 
but the documentation about what exactly they did is missing. Since 
the SS was involved, it is likely that by the terms of the Geneva con- 
ventions they overstepped their bounds.>”” After all, there were SS- 
directed female Werewolves, like the BDM girl in Aachen, who from 
Berlin were dropped behind the Russian lines, each with a poison 
pill.2°8 It may be assumed that those girls who fought alongside the SS 
were sufficiently faithful to fit the Nazi ideal for boys, but as young 
girls transformed into Amazons they were the most extreme embodi- 
ment of Hitler’s ideological sellout. For the average BDM girl in those 
final months, it was a combination of love for the Fiihrer and hatred 
of the noxious invaders that motivated her actions. Doris Schmid- 
Gewinner, who, fourteen in 1945, was trained in Stuttgart on bazoo- 
kas and was waiting for the Americans, wrote later: “I don’t believe I 
thought: I am dying for Hitler. No, we have to go against those who 
are hurting us so. Just imagine how much I hated the bomb throwers at 
that time—and now they were supposed to come to Stuttgart. I would 
have fired any number of bazookas against them.”°°? It is likely that in 
her memoirs Schmid-Gewinner suppressed the fact that she had also 
been prepared to die for her Fiihrer, because over the years she had 
invested too much in him to see his world, and her own with it, tumble 
down in the end. 
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While many German teenage girls were exposed to the enemy in 
large numbers, to the point of being embroiled in active and perhaps 
morally questionable combat in the last four months of the “Thou- 
sand-Year Reich,” a much greater number of them were placed in 
harm’s way as non-combatants. Their fate was to become entrapped by 
invading troops, especially in the East, and to have a very uncertain 
future to look forward to. All girls over ten years old were nominally 
members of either the BDM or the female RAD until Germany’s 
capitulation on May 8, 1945. 

The events in East Prussia in October 1944 were a foreshadowing of 
what was to follow. The Red Army had advanced to a line east of 
Konigsberg, including Gumbinnen, Nemmersdorf, and Goldap, 
towns that were easily captured. Until the Wehrmacht retook the area, 
atrocities were committed by Russians against the civilian population, 
just as atrocities had been committed by German troops in Russia, 
which prompted an exodus to the West, swelling to a flood in early 
1945.°!° By January, large numbers of women, children, and old men 
were departing from East Prussia, some on ships supplied by the 
Wehrmacht. One of these, the Wilhelm Gustloff; was sunk by Russian 
torpedos off Gotenhafen on January 30 with its 8,000 passengers, 
among them 400 female flak helpers. To this day, this remains the 
greatest disaster in maritime history.*!! Many other civilians from the 
countryside fled by wagon treks, the last express train having pulled 
out of Kénigsberg’s main station on January 23. On that day the Red 
Army was in Elbing, down the Baltic coast halfway between Kénigs- 
berg and Danzig (which was not occupied until March 27), attempt- 
ing to block all roads and rail traffic. By public loudspeakers, the 
Wehrmacht under General Otto Lasch urged Kénigsberg’s citizens to 
leave the city on January 27, and the flood of fugitives increased.>!? 

More refugees tried to flee East and West Prussia, Pomerania, and 
Silesia during the winter and spring until May of 1945, “plagued by icy 
cold and hunger, pursued by the enemy, shot at, sometimes overtaken 
and leaving countless victims on the way.” Historians have counted these 
episodes among “the most terrible tragedies that Hitler’s war visited 


240 HITLER YOUTH 


upon the German people.”?!’ Eventually, a total of more than 10 mil- 
lion Germans managed to escape from the Russians.*!4 During these 
harrowing journeys, the young girls suffered more than most, and for 
the least of reasons. Thirteen-year-old BDM trooper Ingrid van 
Bergen, her father killed at the front, fled with her mother and their 
new baby from Danzig west to Oliva, but then turned around. They 
reached a refugee ship that was supposed to take them to Holstein. 
Clambering onto it, soldiers with passes tried to push past them. “For 
the first time I was being confronted with the cowardice and reckless- 
ness of men,” notes the actress; “if they could find a better spot they 
brutally shoved women and children aside.” The vessel was bombed by 
Russian planes, but without consequences. However, a neighboring 
ship carrying wounded soldiers was hit. Van Bergen remembers seeing 
the boat listing to one side, and “how the stretchers with the wounded 
on them slid from the deck into the ice-cold sea. The terrifying thing 
was that from where we were, you could not hear a sound.”?!> How 
many veterans of the Hitler Youth were on that Red Cross carrier, we 
shall never know. Hannelore Sch., finally released from the RAD, 
moved west to fetch her siblings in Mecklenburg and continued on 
foot to Holstein, where she learned of the suicide of her parents, who 
had stayed behind.*!° Others were trying to abandon the Protectorate. 
Ingeborg P., like Hannelore Sch. not yet twenty, fled with her mother, 
sister, and twelve-year-old brother, but lost both mother and brother to 
Czech violence just before reaching East German soil. What followed 
were months of pillage and much worse under Red Army occupation, 
until the Poles took over.?!” 

There were other and worse forms of suffering for young German 
females during this period: rape, torture, and murder. To be sure, the 
injuries suffered even by blameless young people during the Nazi 
period are often overlooked or downplayed, in light of the towering 
injustices perpetrated by the Nazis on their foreign enemies. However, 
the chronicle of this suffering must also find its place in the history of 
youth under Hitler. 

Many details regarding the rape of girls and women by Red Army 
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soldiers in the eastern provinces of the Reich, as the Russians were 
advancing, and especially in Berlin, as they occupied the city between 
April 24 and May 5, have already surfaced. But in order to see the 
whole picture, some considerations have to be kept in mind. Although 
the total number of injured can hardly be doubted—up to half a mil- 
lion in Berlin alone (which would mean every third female)—this 
treatment of women, as Atina Grossmann has said, was in some ways 
like a self-fulfilling prophecy in that Hitler and Goebbels had for years 
excoriated the evil image of the “Mongols” who, beast-like, were on the 
prowl for rape and murder.*!® The fact that not just the Russians did 
the raping, although they certainly stood out, provides further perspec- 
tive: all the victor armies engaged in it, as triumphant armies through- 
out history have always done. In the Stuttgart region, for example, over 
a thousand cases of rape of women by invading French troops, involv- 
ing females from ages fourteen to seventy-four, were placed on rec- 
ord.*!? In the village of Merklingen alone, on the road to Ulm, by the 
end of April, 152 girls and women needed medical attention, some 
with pregnancies, the youngest twelve years old.*”° Indeed, rapes by 
French occupation soldiers, in addition to the Russians, were notori- 
ous, whereas in American and British zones of influence the borderline 
between rape and consensual sex became blurred, since the use of choco- 
late, lingerie, and cigarettes as barter encouraged covert prostitution.*”! 

When the Red Army had first invaded East Prussia in the fall of 
1944, its soldiers raped and murdered many women who were subse- 
quently discovered by the Wehrmacht when they arrived to reclaim the 
territory.*** The Germans charged that the Russians were following 
repeated exhortations by the Soviet writer Ilya Ehrenburg, sanctioned 
by Stalin, that to exact revenge on German fascists by killing every man 
and raping every woman was a Red Army soldier’s duty.” It is true 
that in almost daily articles for its newspaper Ehrenburg had aimed to 
teach the Army “how to hate,” urging it to kill as many German sol- 
diers as possible. But he never called for raping German women. This 
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was a lie, planted personally by Goebbels.*** On the contrary, during 


the entire invasion of the Reich, Russian officers kept insisting that the 
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Red Army was forbidden to abuse women (which did not stop them 
from actually doing it themselves); Ehrenburg himself reinforced the 
official position against rape when visiting with Red Army troops in 
East Prussia in the spring of 1945.” 

In any event, after December 1944 no order could stop sexually 
frustrated Russian soldiers from going on a furious rampage against the 
women whose men had killed thousands in Stalingrad, had besieged 
Leningrad for over a year, and had conquered the suburbs of Mos- 
cow.**° In 1945, at the end of January, the Russians were back in the 
hinterland of Kénigsberg and close to the coast northwest of it, where 
they occupied the villages of Metgethen and Gross Heydekrug. Here 
they raped every female in sight, no matter what age, and killed some 
with bayonets or rifle butts. Teenage girls, all rightly suspected of being 
in the BDM, were crucified on barn doors after their violation or 
dragged behind Army trucks until dead. When the Germans briefly 
recovered the area in February, they found not only every former in- 
habitant killed, but two piles of bodies, close to three thousand adults, 
children, and infants—all female.*”” In Fuchsberg, fifteen miles south- 
east of Kénigsberg, the Soviet artillery officer Yuri Uspanski noted in 
his diary: “In the house of the divisional staff, evacuated women and 
children stayed overnight. Then came the drunken soldiers, one after 
the other, to select their women, to take them aside and abuse them. 
Several men to one woman. The soldiers said that 13—15-year-old girls 
were also abused. Oh, how they fought it!” 

On April 10 K6nigsberg itself was surrendered to the Russians, who 
now began to lead General Lasch’s Wehrmacht soldiers away to captiv- 
ity, but not without committing cruelties against the civilian popula- 
tion. One German POW on his way out later reported seeing “girls 
and women, being pulled into houses protesting and crying, children 
calling out for their parents ... The ditches were filled with bodies, 
which showed the traces of unimaginable maltreatment and rape. 
Dead youngsters were lying around in masses, there were people hang- 
ing from the trees, their ears cut off, their eyes gouged out, German 
women were being led in both directions, drunk Russians were fight- 
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ing for a German nurse, with an old woman sitting near a tree, both 
her legs squeezed off by vehicles.” 

As the Russians swooped down on East Prussia, and thereafter 
adjoining West Prussia and Mecklenburg, as well as, to the south, 
Pomerania, Silesia, and then Brandenburg surrounding Berlin, an orgy 
of destruction, rape, torture, and killings swept over these provinces. 
Among potential victims, females were in the majority, because many 
males were gone or fighting somewhere else; the younger and more 
attractive the girls, the more endangered they were. In one village in 
Pomerania, all the young women were gathered together, and after 
being forced to shed their clothes, they were driven into a barn to be 
gang-raped.**° Girls scarcely in their teens were being violated, with 
their mothers having to watch and even to assist the Russians.*?! No 
matter what assurances had been given, Russian officers often hand- 
picked the most attractive teenagers for their own use, then handing 
them down to the men. Suicides, including those of many girls, multi- 
plied.*>? Using ashes and old sackcloth to make oneself look older sel- 
dom worked, but because Russians were extremely afraid of contagious 
diseases, pretending that some girls had typhoid fever sometimes helped, 
as it did in the village of Eichenau, Upper Silesia, in early May.**? In 
Berlin, young women sometimes had the chance to say “I syphilis” 
when asked, by Russians, “you healthy?”*4 Others painted their inner 
thighs red, in order to feign menstruation.**” But often even this did 
nothing to stop the rapes. The Russians would enter hospital wards 
looking for nurses, and after finishing with them (as they did in one 
clinic every night) would search patients’ beds for more girls.*°° 

There are hardly any known cases of teenagers who were not raped 
by Red Army troops after the invasion of Greater Berlin on April 25, 
especially during the first terrible week lasting to about May 3.°°” 
Those who escaped this fate must have been completely hidden, 
crippled, or otherwise been perceived as ill.*** When the fighting was 
over and they were finally victorious, Russian soldiers went about 
Berlin with four pleasures in their mind: stealing watches, consuming 
food and alcohol, joy-riding on bicycles, and having sex with women. 
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They would stuff their pockets with watches no matter how many they 
had already. They would requisition food and especially wine and 
schnapps and would feast in people’s homes to the limit. When drunk, 
they would try to get on bicycles and, unaccustomed to their use, 
would usually wreck them quickly. Then they would look for women, 
and although they preferred young ones, neither old age nor lack of 
physical attraction was protection for this particular prey.*°? 

Acts of rape occurred during any time of day or night and in full pri- 
vate or public view; the rape victims were often infected with venereal 
disease. If girls refused, they could be killed outright, as were two act- 
ing students, whose torsos had been sliced open.*“° Often girls were 
murdered after multiple rapes (if they had not died from them al- 
ready), and as news of this spread around, the fear of being violated 
became endemic.*! 

In some cases, virtually entire families perished. In the outskirts of 
the capital a mother had lost one of her daughters and had made a pact 
with the remaining one to shoot the daughter once the Russians 
approached her. When the Russians arrived, she fired at her daughter 
twice and missed, only to be shot by the soldiers in turn.* In the 
upper-class section of Dahlem, a drunken Russian violated two 
women and five daughters, aged eight to fourteen, in a basement. He 
had killed them all during the sex act and then hung them from the 
walls.*4? Of course, there were no longer any men to shield these 
unfortunates, except perhaps for a liberated, compassionate Jew or a 
lone courageous cleric. The Lutheran pastor Heinrich Griiber, for 
example, who had had ties to the Resistance, had helped Jews and been 
in Nazi concentration camps. When young girls were in his care he 
locked them into a room, blocked the threshold with his body, and 
then used his holy office to some effect. If the common soldiers did not 
understand him, the commandants, who frequently spoke German, 
might listen. But his was an isolated stand.>““ 

The ultimate humiliation for young women was deportation to the 
camps of eastern Russia. They were not alone in this; any German 
deemed able to perform hard work was chosen, sometimes even chil- 
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dren under ten, but often the choice was made arbitrarily. These mea- 
sures, which also involved German POWs, occurred as part of the 
grand scheme by Stalin to secure cheap labor for the Soviet economy, 
after the land had suffered from German invasion, occupation, and the 
extraordinary exertions by Soviet citizens for home defense. Tens of 
thousands of civilians had been driven out of Stalingrad alone by the 
marauding Wehrmacht.*“° The Russians selected for these actions the 
provinces immediately adjacent to them (and those where they would 
not be interfered with by western Allies), the first of which, East Prus- 
sia, was scheduled to become theirs by annexation and hence had to be 
totally depopulated. “East Prussia,” wrote Ehrenburg, was “the most 
reactionary part of Germany.”*4° West Prussia, Pomerania, East Bran- 
denburg, and Silesia, next to the Generalgouvernement and Warthe- 
land, were to be claimed by the Poles and thus could also be emptied of 
Germans, with many being deported to the Soviet Union and others 
expelled by the Poles to Germany later.*4” Major collection points for 
evacuation were Insterburg in East Prussia and Beuthen in Upper Sile- 
sia, where more indignities were suffered. Altogether, the entire Ger- 
man territory east of the rivers Oder and Neisse was at risk. How many 
girls disappeared in these population transfers is not exactly known, 
but the figure is in the tens of thousands.>“ 

The transportation of girls and young women by the Russians to the 
East, by forced marches, trucks, and cattle trains, was always preceded 
and accompanied by beatings and rapes at the hands of guards—Red 
Army soldiers or members of the Soviet secret service NKVD—of the 
kind already described. Rape and sometimes pregnancies—in a further 
ironic twist of Nazi eugenics—were also a part of the daily lives of the 
captured women in the camps, albeit less frequently.>” 

During transport, teenagers were routinely asked whether they 
belonged to the BDM or RAD. Most of them did and admitted it, 
which is what the Russians wanted to hear. Those who were still too 
young or had really not been members were threatened and beaten 
until they signed something in Cyrillic, which they could not read, and 
that sealed their fate.*°° The journey to a Soviet camp—civilians were 
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sent to the Gulag—took many weeks; there was little food or water 
and an absence of sanitary facilities. “Almost all of us had diarrhea,” 
remembers Erna B., who was twenty-four when she was carted out of 
Pomerania; “the truck convoy stopped only once a day. And then there 
was the thirst, so that in the mornings we licked the dew from the 
truck walls.”°°! On one rail transport, the dead were collected every 
day from the cattle wagons and stacked on top of the coal piles in the 
fuel car behind the engine.>** 

The names of the Gulag camps have not all been recorded. One was 
Karpinsk in western Siberia; another was Chelyabinsk, further to the 
southeast. Two others were Nogatka in the Urals and Anthrazyd in the 
Don River region, where coal was mined. Here typhoid fever broke out 
already in May.**? The food was unmentionable, sometimes consisting 
only of strongly salted herring or a horse’s head boiled in water.“ 
Young women had to do dangerous work, some being crushed by huge 
logs or perishing in unsafe coal mines; there was dysentery; and many 
went insane or died of malnutrition or other ailments. But there were 
fewer rapes, no systematic beatings, no medical experiments, and no 
mass liquidations; on the whole, conditions were much better than 
they had ever been in Nazi concentration camps.>” 

In the end, it is impossible to weigh the inhumanities perpetrated by 
Nazis on the one side and Soviets on the other. Both of them were 
murderous regimes. However, there is an element of bitter irony in 
this, the unintended finale of Adolf Hitler’s youth policy, for it turned 
out to be the inversion of his original goals. The Fiihrer had wanted to 
see his young men and women as masters in an expansive foreign land 
to colonize it: tilling its soil, reaping its fruits, harvesting its mineral 
wealth, all the while lording it over the indigenous population, who 
were to be the slaves. Now the young Germans were there, but they 
had become the slaves. While some returned to the land of their birth 
decades later, most of them never came back. 


The Respo ity of Youth 


In the play The Man Outside Sergeant Beckmann, having returned in 
tatters from the lost war, tries to find acceptance from the people he 
encounters in his home town of Hamburg. He has just found his wife 
in bed with another man. With his unshaven face and haggard look, 
his gas-mask eye goggles held together by a rubber band, and his 
shabby Wehrmacht coat, he makes a terrible impression. The young 
woman who finds him near the Elbe River, where Beckmann has 
attempted suicide, takes him to her room, but Beckmann has to leave 
in a hurry when her husband suddenly returns from the front. Next 
Beckmann visits his former Colonel, a jolly schnapps-drinking fellow 
who does not even remember him. “What do you want from me?” he 
asks. “I am returning it to you,” says Beckmann. “Returning what?” 
the Colonel wants to know. Quietly, Beckmann says: “Responsibility. I 
am returning the responsibility to you.” Beckmann reminds the 
Colonel that near Gorodok on the Russian front, on February 14 in 
subzero temperatures, the Colonel had given him responsibility for 
twenty men. This was for reconnaissance purposes, and to take a few 
prisoners. And then they had moved on and there was shooting in the 
night. “And when we returned to our position, eleven men were miss- 
ing. And I had the responsibility. Yes, this is all, Colonel. But now the 
war is over and I want to get some sleep and I am returning the respon- 
sibility, Colonel, I don’t want it any more, I am giving it back to you, 
Colonel.”! 
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This haunting scene from what became the first successful German 
postwar play depicts its author, Wolfgang Borchert, who himself is 
Beckmann. He is the former reluctant Hitler Youth who as a soldier at 
the Russian front tried to maim himself so he could get away from the 
horrors of the war, and who escaped from the Nazi courts only with 
difficulty.* Borchert had returned from the front a sick and injured 
man. During the first few years after the German catastrophe he had 
found some work with Hamburg theater groups and moved in the 
newly reviving literary circles. But his liver disease was incurable, and 
he became more and more emaciated until he died in a sanatorium in 
Basel, one day before his play was premiered, on November 21, 1947. 
He was twenty-five. 

Beginning in May 1945, there were many Beckmanns who made 
their way back from the fronts, equally desperate and equally con- 
fused.4 What they found in post-Hitlerian Germany was a devastated 
land under foreign occupation, in which even the most obvious sur- 
vival techniques often could not save a person’s life. Family members 
were dead or displaced, dwellings destroyed, food scarce or nonexistent 
and, during the dreadful winters of 1945—46 and especially 1946-47, 
the cold lethal. People’s health was at risk, and work was hard to find in 
an economy that was barely functioning. Black Market conditions 
ruled; the fertility rate decreased. Cologne had lost 75 percent of its 
housing. In Hamburg in 1946, twelve men, women, and children were 
dying of malnutrition every ten days. As in the period before the Third 
Reich, young people were again disproportionately represented among 
the growing mass of unemployed.* One factor contributing to this, in 
the U.S. Zone of occupation for instance, was an employment em- 
bargo by the summer of 1945 against anybody who had ever held a 
leadership position in the Hitler Youth (as had most), no matter how 
nominal or inferior.° 

The question is whether in all of this chaos young HJ and war veter- 
ans like Borchert really had any responsibility to return, responsibility 
for subordinates they had commanded, or responsibility for the crimes 
committed by the Third Reich. Among the many records and testimo- 
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nials of the postwar era, there are only a few from individuals who 
admit to any responsibility or even guilt for Hitler’s regime or who 
promise to atone for it.’ By far the majority of young people claim to 
have been victims, in the sense of having been seduced by the Nazi 
regime, then used and thrown away, and thus having been cheated out 
of youth. They admit to a feeling of shock shortly after capitulation on 
May 8, 1945, when it became clear that they had been deceived by a 
criminal regime whose nature they had been unable to comprehend.® 
One young person cried that he could not bear to watch his ideals 
“sink into the mud”; another claimed that he had “lost my belief in 
humankind.”? Nine out of ten juveniles had been in the Hitler Youth, 
and most expressed relief about having made it through the final hos- 
tilities alive. Apart from acute peril to life and limb, they claimed to 
have hated the increasing militarization in all Nazi formations most, 
with its attendant reduction of personal freedom. But such hatred had 
been balanced by promises of future leadership in the Third Reich.'® 
Resocialization of youths was first attempted in the Allied prisoner- 
of-war camps. The Free French were the least active in this effort be- 
cause they had not had enough time to work on political re-education 
concepts, and there were not enough French POW camps to begin 
with. They also subscribed to the cynical belief that according to past 
experience, German nature was immutably fascist unless there was 
forced “degermanization,” and that in daily life it was better to deal 
with Germans on an ad hoc basis."! As for the Soviets, they had distrib- 
uted an appeal by 250 captured former Hitler Youths as early as Octo- 
ber 1942, which attempted to make youths in the Reich aware of 
certain facts: Before conscription, they had been trained in special 
skills, yet this was not for the sake of jobs but for the military use of 
handguns, tanks, and planes. As Hitler Youths, they had been sent 
camping not for the enjoyment of nature but to learn how to march. 
They had engaged in sports not to strengthen their health but to train 
for even longer marches.'* Because quick releases from Soviet POW 
camps were not forthcoming, German soldiers there were never aware 
of the preparations for citizenship in a newly reconstructed Germany. 
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Instead, once in the eastern Soviet-occupied Zone, if they ever got 
there, boys and girls were brought under the control of the FDJ, the Free 
German Youth, which, totalitarian in its own right, was Communist- 
controlled and anything but free. Others, deemed recalcitrant by the 
Soviet occupiers, were held in special youth internment camps; girls 
and young women were always at risk of being raped.1? 

The Americans and British, schooled in democracy, were much more 
conscientious. Great Britain began broadcasting messages to German 
soldiers during the war about the value of democracy as opposed to the 
scourge of tyranny. On the BBC, one of Thomas Mann's pre-recorded 
addresses from Los Angeles ridiculed Baldur von Schirach in October 
1942 as a “poetry-dabbling fat-boy of advanced age” and belittled his 
claim to lead a united youth front in Europe.!4 “Re-education” became 
a formulaic answer to the problem of eradicating the Nazi weltan- 
schauung in British POW camps; the British were careful to introduce 
new ideas about democracy and tolerance slowly and tactfully. They 
co-opted captured Germans who had high levels of education and 
ideals beyond suspicion to help them in the educational process, 
thereby attempting to dispel doubts and resistance among the fenced- 
in troops. Still, as Chancellor Emeritus Helmut Schmidt remembers 
from his own POW camp, there were always those, especially among 
the younger Wehrmacht officers, who thought that, in collaborating 
with the former enemy, they had “fouled their own nest.”* 

The British extended these efforts, less successfully, in special intern- 
ment camps on German soil, and later carried “re-education” into Ger- 
many’s youth population by way of “youth officers.” They arranged 
orientation and cultural meetings and organized social clubs, where 
reconciliation was to be preached and practiced. Here, too, the results 
were mixed, if only because the target groups were from the higher 
German social classes: Gymnasium and university students. Willy 
Schumann, who would end up teaching German literature at Smith 
College, recalls an instance of kindness that must have done more than 
all the theoretical lectures put together. In the British Zone near Ham- 
burg, on a very hot summer day when he and his friends were working 
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in the field trying to harvest some produce, they noticed a small group 
of British soldiers passing by, who stopped to put something on the 
edge of the field, waved, and walked on. Because of non-fraternization 
orders, speaking was forbidden. As it turned out, they had left their 
lunch boxes for the emaciated-looking Germans. “This small human 
gesture,” writes Schumann, “made an enormous, positive impression 
on all of us, even on my father, who was not an Anglophile.”'® 

Once in Germany, American re-educators were just as likely to 
engage in such acts of mercy, as they would prove with their care pack- 
ages under the Marshall Plan.'” But they had much larger groups of 
POWs, and later, youths on German soil to deal with. Early on, their 
re-education policy was guided by theorists who were often exiled Ger- 
man Jews and knew the enemy country’s background well, but were 
not always on the mark. Kurt Lewin, who had been a professor of psy- 
chology at the University of Berlin and in 1943 was teaching at the 
University of Iowa, held that Nazism was “deeply rooted, particularly 
in the youth on whom the future depends.” Contrary to the evidence, 
he believed that a streamlined Nazi educational system had made an 
egoistic, uninhibitedly aggressive and destructive individual out of 
every German juvenile. He thought it absolutely necessary to change 
“a group atmosphere from autocracy toward democracy through a 
democratic leadership,” by turning autocratic followers into demo- 
cratic ones. But Lewin was pessimistic about the ability of German 
youths to do this, for he also believed that they, as a “lost generation,” 
had the potential to go underground and “prepare the next world war.” '8 

After German capitulation, further position papers were published 
by representatives of the Pentagon and the U.S. State Department, 
aided by other Central European emigrants. In 1946 German 
teenagers located in camps in Hesse and Bavaria were questioned, as 
were groups of POWs around the age of seventeen, held in northern 
France. It was concluded that they were “still totalitarian youth in 
search of leadership,” who now echo “what they consider to be the offi- 
cial views of their current masters,” thereby revealing “their totalitarian 
attitude of implicit and uncritical submission to authority, ingrained 
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by Nazi education and German tradition.” Untrained in democratic 
procedures, “German youth appear to presume that the American 
leaders will now solve their problems in an authoritarian fashion just as 
the Nazi leaders proposed to do.”!? Around the same time, Depart- 
ment of State Research Analyst Henry J. Kellermann concluded, more 
affirmatively and realistically, that the current nihilism of German 
youth was “largely the result of the breakdown of the Nazi system.” 
Under arms-length American supervision and with German authori- 
ties more directly in control, indigenous youth organizations should be 
created for the purposes of recreation, culture, and religion, “as instru- 
mental to democratic education.””° 

In the months that followed, many other American control officers 
would work along such positive lines. They could make use of the 
information they had gathered in their POW camps, located in the 
United States years before the war was over, and later also in England, 
France, and western Germany. It is true that often German resistance 
to re-education was considerable, grounded not only in a persistent 
idealization of the Fihrer, but also in clumsy indoctrination methods 
by the victors.”! The initial lack of depth in reschooling methodology, 
however, in time gave way to more effective persuasion, and this was 
particularly true with regard to youth. By the summer of 1945, for 
example, approximately 7,000 German boys aged twelve to seventeen 
were “taught democracy” by Americans in a camp at Attichy in France. 
They were all captured soldiers and had been purposely separated from 
their more hardened older comrades. In the camp they studied trades 
and farming and took commercial courses. School subjects they had 
long ago been forced to give up were reintroduced to them, with geog- 
raphy by far the most popular. Their instructors were 144 carefully 
screened non-Nazi prisoners of war. In order to stamp out behavioral 
patterns of militarism, the boys did not salute, but tipped their caps. 
Instead of bugle calls, there was Brahms’s Lullaby. Military band music 
was prohibited in favor of orchestral concerts.7* ,The Americans were 
less successful when they mistook groups of former opponents to the 
Hitler Youth, such as the Edelweisspiraten, for hoodlums, dismissing 
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them or placing them in camps without giving them the hearing they 
deserved. Out of ignorance or spite, local German administrators did 
nothing to correct this injustice. One such administrator was Professor 
Friedrich Schaffstein, who continued in a position of juridical author- 
ity, inveighing against Edelweisspiraten and other Nazi-incriminated 
groups as he had done before 1945.” 

General Dwight D. Eisenhower had nullified the Hitler Youth Law 
of March 25, 1939, requiring total membership in the HJ, on Sep- 
tember 28, 1944.74 This constituted the beginning of political re- 
education as a program for the Americans, which continued later 
within the tight occupational framework of OMGUS (Office of Mili- 
tary Government of the United States for Germany). Until the late 
1940s even for young people this took place against the intimidating 
backdrop of the Nuremberg Trials, which were often experienced as an 
undeserved manifestation of “the right of the victor.””? The conse- 
quences of those trials for Germans from all walks of life were interro- 
gations, endless questionnaires, internment, and regional denazification 
proceedings. These caused more resentment, for instance when po- 
litically suspect students were prevented from registering in the uni- 
versities.2° But “re-education” was soon overlapping with and then 
superseded by “re-orientation,” which had been facilitated by a general 
youth amnesty for political infractions, as early as August 1946 for the 
U.S. Zone (to be emulated shortly by the British and in May 1947 also 
by the French authorities, for their respective jurisdictions).*” In pro- 
nouncing their amnesty, the Americans admitted that they wished to 
concentrate on prosecuting older Nazis, for whom it was easier to 
prove that they were guilty for the crimes of the Third Reich.78 

During the process of re-orientation, at the end of which Americans 
visualized re-integration into a Western value system and full democra- 
tization on the parliamentary model, German youths were able to 
benefit from cultural stimuli which were coming their way through 
various media.”? One was the phenomenon of the Amerika-Hiéuser, 
institutes sponsored by the State Department where young people 
could go to read in libraries, view films, listen to recordings and the 
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occasional lecture, and take in exhibitions. Although there was an elit- 
ist quality to these activities, because ideally the young people had to 
know English and thus probably came from from the higher social 
strata, the administrative staff were Germans and one-quarter of the 
literature was in German. In 1946 the first Amerika-Haus was estab- 
lished in Frankfurt; by early 1951 there were already twenty-seven in 
the largest towns, most of them in the American Zone.*” The one in 
Kaiserslautern, founded in 1952 and featuring a bookmobile for the 
outlying country, sponsored 2,560 events in that city in its first year 
alone, when close to 300,000 German locals from all walks of life 
attended.*! 

Since music knows no language barriers, American radio stations 
became even more important. First and foremost there was the Ameri- 
can Forces Network (AFN) run by the Pentagon, which broadcast in 
English for the military only, delivering U.S.-generated news and pro- 
grams reflecting American culture. But precisely because the network 
was not specifically directed toward Germans, they became interested 
in it like forbidden fruit, and eventually they formed a huge “shadow 
audience.” AFN turned into a cult vehicle for introducing the Ameri- 
can way of life all over Europe (wherever Gls were stationed), but par- 
ticularly in Germany, which already had a strong pre-1933 history of 
adopting American popular culture. AFN featured cowboy music 
(which in the 1950s was to evolve into the genre of country and west- 
ern music) and items from the American hit parade, and these were 
increasingly cherished by ordinary Germans in their teens and twen- 
ties.** The more educated and eclectic among them would listen to 
late-night jazz shows—programs which the British emulated in their 
region with their own BFN.°? New German stations influenced by 
American culture, especially popular-culture programming, were 
Radio Frankfurt, Radio Stuttgart, Radio Munich, and RIAS Berlin, all 
in the American Sector.*4 These stations were also obliged to rebroad- 
cast programs from the Voice of America in Washington, D.C., which 
sponsored overtly political content, and therefore, despite Willis 
Conover’s jazz offerings, they were less frequently listened to, particu- 
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larly with the commencement of the Cold War in 1947, by which time 
German youth in the western half of the country was fully on the way 
to re-orientation.»° 

But things were different at the beginning of the occupation period. 
The relatively early amnesty for the politically tainted among the 
youth in the three western zones in 1946-47 could have been viewed 
as an olive branch extended by former enemies willing to forgive. Yet 
not all adolescents wished to see it this way. Right after the war, many 
still professed their admiration for the Fiihrer. National Socialism had 
not been such a bad idea, if only it had been executed right.*° Denazifi- 
cation and the Nuremberg Trials caused much resentment. Many 
remained impervious to the idea, as did Manfred Rommel, the ex- 
Flakhelfer, that democracy of the Western type could work with Ger- 
mans.*” In the first few postwar years, an appreciable number of 
adolescents were still exhibiting racist patterns of prejudice, as when a 
boy with a KLV background found himself spitting at a displaced Pol- 
ish worker in Hanover, a captured nurse resented having to work side 
by side with American Jews, and the physical proximity of black sol- 
diers was reported as being offensive.** Abject hatred was reserved for 
the Soviets, who were thought to have murdered Polish officers in a 
forest near Katyn—a crime for which many Western occupiers still 
held the Nazis responsible, wrongly as it later turned out.*? With cyni- 
cism, German boys and girls in the so-called Tri-Zone looked across 
the unfortified border with eastern Germany, where the blue-shirted 
FDJ was being built up, so it seemed, on the fascist model of the Hitler 
Youth. They had merely changed their shirts.4° Others smarted under 
the stigma of former SS incorporation, especially when, toward the 
end of the war, they had been conscripted against their will.“! 

Unreconstructed university students were a special problem, for 
they could use sophistry in anti-West arguments. In Bonn, still in 
1945, Stephen Spender encountered Herr Haecker, a student who 
claimed to be not a Nazi, but a nationalist. Although Hitler’s anti- 
Semitism was a great mistake, he said, there was no denying that the 
Jews were an “inferior section of the population.” Haecker rushed to 
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explain: “Race is real. We Germans really do belong to a Nordic stock 
which is different from and superior to the Southern and, especially, 
the Eastern peoples.”“ In Heidelberg, lectures given by the philoso- 
pher Karl Jaspers on German collective guilt were greeted with hostile 
responses, and when a medical professor mentioned a disease affecting 
only Jews and said that one could not observe this disease any more, he 
was interrupted by raucous laughter and the pounding of feet. In 
1946 U.S. Research Analyst Kellermann, too, found that there were 
hotbeds of student chauvinism in the universities of Erlangen, Ham- 
burg, Jena, Gottingen, and Aachen—largely senior HJ graduates and 
frustrated veterans of the armed forces.“4 It was in Gottingen that a fas- 
cist Wiking Youth group was started in 1947, as an adjunct to the neo- 
Nazi Deutsche Reichspartei led by Adolf von Thadden, because here 
the British had allowed the re-establishment of new youth groups, 
politically oriented ones included. But other, democratic-minded 
youth leaders were alarmed, and on their urging the British authorities 
had the Wiking Youth dissolved. 

Since these events occurred at the very beginning of the military 
occupation phase and had no lasting consequences, it is fair to con- 
clude that the resurgence of Nazism was not a major problem in the 
country at least during the second half of the 1940s, and certainly as 
far as German youth was concerned. By 1951, when the newly charted 
Federal Republic was set on its democratic course, an American- 
conducted opinion poll of the population found that in the new 
polity, only 10 percent would applaud the rise of a new Nazi Party, 
while 4 percent would actively support it. Even though youths appear 
to have been pushing these percentages upward, they still did not con- 
stitute a danger to the new democratic order.“ 

In 1945, the youngest members of the “Nazi Regime Youth Cohort” 
were eleven years old, and the oldest twenty-nine. In 1950, when con- 
ditions in Germany were settling down and these youths along with 
them, they were sixteen and thirty-four respectively.4” Within this cru- 
cial five-year period, these children and young adults, shattered morale 
aside, adjusted to a German society which was initially shaken by the 
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effects of destruction, the loss of loved ones, unsteady political gover- 
nance, economic disruptions, and a breakdown in the public health- 
care system. In the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s, a number of 
American and German social scientists held that youths in Germany 
were apathetic and, in regard to society and politics, “passive and usu- 
ally still uninterested.”4* Dismissing the community around them 
completely, they maintained an interest only in themselves, in their 
immediate “personal and economic problems.”*? Because they had 
been misled and disappointed by an older generation, they mistrusted 
any authority other than their own, even if they knew that to be shaky. 
“The great majority is still waiting and watching—not so much out of 
indecision as because of the fact that they don’t want to be ‘wrong’ 
again in three, five or ten years. German youth is still in the transient 
stage between yesterday and tomorrow.” 

One German scholar who pursued this thesis relentlessly was the 
sociologist Helmut Schelsky. To describe youths well into the 1960s, 
he coined the catchy phrase “The Skeptical Generation,” popularized 
in articles, lectures, and a book with that title published originally in 
1957.°! Schelsky wrote that this skepticism of youth was paired with a 
crass egotism that was practical, realistic, and totally centered on mate- 
rialism. These youths were not interested in community, although they 
constantly worked out and revised clever schemes of social adaptation 
for the sake of everyday survival. Taking a cue from the Flakhelfer gen- 
eration included in his target group, Schelsky denied these young Ger- 
mans maturity, which, he alleged, they had lost by being forced to 
grow into adulthood too fast. According to him, there reigned a “skep- 
ticism against and repudiation of the politics of the past as well as the 
present, a distrust of political ideologies and theories, a ‘without us’ 
attitude toward all public and societal demands, so as to be able to con- 
centrate on the private and professional, on areas manageable in terms 
of one’s own powers of judgment and responsibility.”°? In writing this, 
Schelsky had his own ax to grind, for as a former Nazi Party member 
(1937) who once officiated at the SS University in Strasbourg, he 


viewed the Third Reich in retrospect as the structural monolith the 
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Nazi leadership had claimed it to be, implying the highest degree of 
totalitarian pressure on youth. The result, he held fatalistically, was 
that they as a group were stultified and stunned.” 

To a certain extent, contemporary examples seem to prove Schelsky 
right.*4 In its first issue, on February 21, 1946, the soon-to-be-promi- 
nent German weekly Die Zeit printed a statement authored by Ernst 
Samhaber, which contained a collective vote of non-confidence in the 
newly founded United Nations: “We do not trust the powers which 
constitute the U.N. They have faced us in war for six years . . . Neither 
do we trust the men who represent the U.N. They are human beings 
who are subject to human weaknesses, to fear, suspicion, passions, and 
to error.”*? At a political forum at Munich University shortly there- 
after, attended by outside observers such as André Gide and the histo- 
rian Walter L. Dorn of OMGUS, students voiced their ongoing 
pessimism. One in particular, the fine arts major Annemarie Krapp, 
who claimed to have left the BDM voluntarily, was so outspoken that 
she incurred the anger of many in the audience. She said, “I would 
gladly say to you that I believe in democracy, but I would be lying. It is 
not that I reject democratic ideas; on the contrary, not only do I have 
the best intentions, but I even wish to be convinced.” But how could 
she form an opinion? “Are we sure today that perhaps in a few years we 
will not again be called criminals, because we are now supporting one 
of the existing political parties?”°° These sentiments were shared by 
many other students, one of whom, Jost Hermand, now at the Univer- 
sity of Wisconsin, admits to never tuning in to the radio for news or 
reading political commentaries in the papers at the time because of his 
total mistrust of politics.°” But young people outside of Gymnasien 
and universities were equally guarded. Subjects of indifference ranged 
from politics to the military to moral guilt to human rights; some down- 
played the media, others shunned social bonds; man was assumed to 
be evil.*8 

Concurring with Schelsky in 1958, a female observer from Ham- 
burg agreed that German young people were “indolent, superficial, 
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weary of government and materialistic.”*” However, beyond an other- 
wise pessimistic verdict, this analyst was one of the few who attempted 
to differentiate, in this case in terms of a division of the generational 
cohorts. She argued that those youths born before 1930, having been 
exposed to National Socialism the longest, were the ones most likely to 
have been drawn into the line of fire at the front, or used in dangerous 
home defenses. Hence their level of consciousness about social or 
political matters was thought to be higher than that of the generation 
born after 1930, who had also been infected by National Socialism, 
but, since they were still children, not as seminally. 

Such a qualifying view was supported by others, notably Helmut 
Schmidt, who maintained that all those who had been children before 
the Third Reich were, of necessity, lacking “any education toward 
democracy.”°! Some pointed out that one reason this older HJ cohort 
seemed so indifferent to the world around it was that unlike the mem- 
bers of the younger HJ cohort, who were still or again being taken care 
of by parents and teachers, they had had to fend for themselves in 
largely adverse circumstances, to the point where nothing else could 
matter. In the immediate aftermath of May 1945, the older HJ 
cohort’s attitude was based not on global disinterest, but, as many were 
claiming, on feelings of shock which had rendered them furtive and 
jaded. However, as young people found their way back into a society 
that was being newly anchored in democracy and, eventually, eco- 
nomic stability, they began to find time and opportunity to make up 
for the losses and disruptions of their adolescence, and in time they 
became mature citizens.° 

Moreover, when questioned further, young veterans admitted to 
being disinterested not so much in matters of politics in the widest 
sense as in anything having to do with party politics, as in the Nazi 
Party. Having grown up mostly in a one-party system, they regarded 
politics as synonymous with the rule of a single autocratic party, and 
they had to be taught the values of multi-party pluralism. That of 
course was the essence of parliamentary democracy of the Western 
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type, something which had been tried in the Weimar Republic and 
which, as some of the oldest ex-Hitler Youths might still remember, 
had often been vilified in Hitler’s speeches. 

One interesting barometer of this gradual change toward normal 
social and political awareness among youth was membership in new 
post-1945 youth organizations, at least in the western zones, as they 
were gradually authorized by the Allied Forces. Even in the short 
period from April 1946, when youth clubs were again permitted, to 
February 1948, when the founding of the Federal Republic was near, 
membership in them increased six-fold, reaching just under a million 
and a half in the U.S. Zone. Sports clubs drew the majority of young 
people, even more than religious ones; trade union groups were next; 
and the Falken, hiking groups supported by the reborn Social Demo- 
cratic Party (SPD), constituted the largest outright political forma- 
tion.© That a left-wing youth group would be the foremost political 
band in a West German landscape gradually dominated by Konrad 
Adenauer’s home-grown conservatives, spoke well for former Hitler 
Youths as future guarantors of democracy. 

Yet contrary to what the new Federal German President, Theodor 
Heuss, said publicly in 1950, the overwhelming majority of the newly 
constituted youth leagues held no connections to the moribund 
Weimar youth groups, which had been largely anti-democratic and 
thus had sold out so easily to Schirach.® Baldur von Schirach, Artur 
Axmann, and Adolf Hitler played critical roles in what happened to 
German youth between 1933 and 1950. Even though they could not 
convince all youths, they had made a credible start in generating a 
functional elite for a totalitarian Reich of a thousand years, despite 
many inconsistencies in their regime structure. The regime's lethal 
power was proved during a war of aggression of nearly six years, when 
it was obvious that without the recruits that Schirach, Axmann, Rom- 
mel, and Himmler had trained, however haphazardly, they would not 
have had an army of many millions of men and hundreds of thousands 
of women to subjugate and kill persons they considered aliens on a 
grand scale. No lack of prior planning, no contradictions in a heteroge- 
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neous governing structure could prevent those crimes from being insti- 
gated or stop them once they were under way. And the increasing dis- 
comfort of a youth generation that was placed inside this structure 
and, on the whole, performed as expected almost to the end, likewise 
could do nothing to stop those crimes. 

In the end, Hitler made short shrift of youth. One day before he 
killed himself, despite the fulsome words of praise for youth he had 
spoken many times before, he wrote simply in his political testament 
that he was about to die happy with the thought of youth on his mind, 
a youth that had carried his name and had not shied away from 
action.” Axmann did not even bother with such a commonplace 
before or during his selfish retreat from Berlin, which was shielded by 
hundreds of his charges. Instead, he went into hiding, only to start one 
of the earliest neo-Nazi groups by 1946.°° The BDM’s chief, Jutta 
Riidiger, also remained an unreconstructed Nazi after internment.” 
Hitler neglected to mention either Axmann or Riidiger in his will. 

Nor did he mention Baldur von Schirach. The pompous founder of 
the Nazi youth organizations, and their mentor until the end, at first 
wanted to defend Vienna as its Gauleiter. But unlike many of his 
young lieutenants he despaired early and, disguised with glasses and a 
moustache, fled to Schwaz in the Austrian Tyrol. He called himself 
Richard Falk, pretending to be an author. Always a spinner of phrases, 
he was now working on a novel called “The Mysteries of Mira Loy.” 
But in early June he thought better of this and surrendered to the 
Americans, whom he addressed in a southern drawl.” 

It was at the Nuremberg Trials in 1946 where Schirach, as one of the 
main Nazi defendants, decided to do what the Colonel in Wolfgang 
Borchert’s play had trouble comprehending: to accept the sole respon- 
sibility. “It is my fault to have educated youth in the service of a man 
who was a murderer of millions,” he confessed. “I believed in this man. 
This is all I can say in my defense, or to explain my actions. I bore the 
responsibility for youth, I held it in my charge, and hence I alone bear 
the guilt for these juveniles. The young generation is guiltless.””! 
Schirach’s rhetoric was disingenuous, calculated to persuade the High 
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Court to decide not to condemn him on charges of having misled Ger- 
man youth, because he appeared to be contrite. His calculation bore 
fruit, for he did not suffer the death sentence. Instead he received 
twenty years of incarceration, not for any crimes against or on behalf of 
youth, but for having assisted in the deportation of Jews from 
Vienna.”? His words, however, only compounded the central problem 
regarding the responsibility or guilt of German youth from 1933 to 
1945. The responsibility that Schirach wanted to claim for himself to 
exonerate youth did not exist as the kind of moral issue he made it out 
to be. Schirach had his own responsibility, which he could never shed; 
there was no way for him to assume the collective responsibility of his 
charges. 

For Schirach’s underlings were answerable on their own behalf. In 
the case of the younger and older generations of Hitler Youth and the 
young armed forces veterans who now found themselves adrift, how- 
ever, guilt could not be apportioned that easily. This is not to say that 
most of them were not complicit in the tragedies they helped to cause 
as members of the Hitler Youth and Hitler’s armies, including the SS. 
Even if they were merely small cogs in the huge war machinery, or in 
the intricate system of persecution and mass liquidation, they had 
become a part of these systems, helping to guarantee their terrible 
functionality. That most of them knew this after May 1945 is demon- 
strated by their attitudes of shock and their refusal, at least at first, to 
become engaged in any civic matters. Their own discussion, insofar as 
it happened, of their possible status as “victims” was strongly indicative 
of a bad conscience, of wishing to explain away any part of their biog- 
raphies dating from before the Nazis’ humiliating surrender. 

While the issue of complicity for all youth in the Third Reich is one 
the historian can have little doubt about, the question of moral guilt is 
harder to come to grips with. The degree of guilt that any Hitler 
Youths possessed, whether boys or girls in HJ camps, whether young 
men or women fighting at the fronts, depended on their age, their 
hierarchical position in Nazi governance, and, ultimately, on the sum 
total of activities of a criminal nature they became engaged in. These 
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activities would have included the Nazi indoctrination of their peers for 
imperialistic ends or what later would be subsumed under war crimes, 
or, with reference to Hitler’s specific annihilation warfare, “crimes 
against humanity”: serving in concentration camps; setting Polish vil- 
lages ablaze; guarding Soviet prisoners in starvation camps; undue cru- 
elty against enemies in hand-to-hand combat; and, the worst atrocity 
of all, assisting in the genocide of Gypsies and Jews. It is clear that 
many actions in this category could not have been undertaken by 
some, as they were still too young or were physically removed from the 
scenes of crime—for example, a sixteen-year-old Hitler Youth who was 
drafted in 1944 and never saw combat, or a young woman who served 
as an auxiliary telegrapher in her home town. But in a martial society 
where the entire youth culture was systematically contaminated with 
concepts of intolerance and oppression of the physically weak and 
hatred against those who were of a different “race,” there could hardly 
have been a Hitler Youth who had not learned to adopt notions of 
power over those below him, since he was emulating those above him 
powerful enough to have taught him. Such was the chain of command, 
militarily, mentally, and morally. Hence there was many an eleven- 
year-old Pimpf who in 1934, after only one year in the Hitler Youth, 
had learned to humiliate the ten-year-olds who had just joined, and 
there were large numbers of flak helpers of both genders at the fronts 
who in the spring of 1945 made sure to take no prisoners. In 1943, 
there existed tens of thousands of Waffen-SS soldiers who were break- 
ing universal laws of humanity; they had been indoctrinated in the 
Hitler Youth as juveniles and, through its racist tenets, now became 
guilty. And there were many HJ judges who officiated while still in 
their twenties, after having moved through the HJ ranks and then 
obtained a law degree; they used as their yardstick the perverted legal 
code of a criminal regime, for example when they were condemning 
youthful dissenters to solitary confinement, and thus they themselves 
became criminal. By 1945, among the surviving youths, Nazi ideology 
often was still so prevalent that, as in the encounter between Spender 
and the Bonn student Haecker, a sense of German racial superiority 
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was unshakable. For others, like the Munich student Annemarie 
Krapp, it was the knowledge of having been misled not without their 
own complicity that caused them to experience a feeling of guilt, while 
cautioning, at the same time, against any further commitment to 
future German politics. 

Thus Wolfgang Borchert, who knew about these liabilities, was por- 
traying a psychological truth when he pictured the Colonel in his play 
as a man who just did not understand. According to the Colonel, by 
the military as well as the Nazi leadership principle, responsibility 
toward subordinates or for actions taken was something that everyone 
in the hierarchy had to bear for himself; it could not be passed. back. 
This is why Borchert himself, through his play’s character Sergeant 
Beckmann, in the final analysis could not shake off his own responsi- 
bility or perhaps even his guilt for the death of the men he had led in a 
sortie against the Russians (or for other deeds he might have commit- 
ted in war). He himself bore this burden. As Borchert rightly saw, all of 
this had been the consequence of children not having been taught to 
ask the right questions beforehand, and of their superiors, including 
parents, teachers, and politicians, not ever feeling motivated to offer 
appropriate answers.’> Indeed, some of those questions were at least as 
old as the Weimar Republic, which in its last stages had caused young 
people to wonder about their own and their parents’ role in the midst 
of psychological tension, political turmoil, and economic misery, 
many of these generated by the First World War. 

Eventually, German youth, partly guilt-ridden and partly disen- 
chanted but hardly innocent, resolved to help in the reconstruction of 
democracy in West Germany, thereby also building a sound new eco- 
nomic base for the state and for themselves. The mechanisms by which 
this happened within a relatively short time span still call for more 
explanation. What is clear, however, is that much of the democratic 
government under Konrad Adenauer, himself a former sufferer under 
the Nazi regime yet a politial reactionary, was compromised, since not 
only his own party, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), but also 
the so-called Free Democrats (FDP) and, especially, smaller right-wing 
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groupings harbored many old Nazis. It goes without saying that Hitler 
Youth veterans and one-time Wehrmacht soldiers constituted majori- 
ties in all of these parties, even the oppositional SPD.” Possibly be- 
cause questions about complicity or guilt were just too vexing and 
detracted from the path of economic progress, but also because they 
wanted to erase the memory of often joyful, but later more bitter, days 
under Nazi rule, middle-aged Germans in the 1960s not only became 
successful at their jobs but even helped to maintain a viable democracy 
on the British, French, or American model. 

In the early postwar phase, the silence of the younger generation 
about the past had served an anesthetizing purpose. But by the late 
1970s, when these former Hitler boys and Hitler girls were becoming 
grandparents and their past appeared less threatening, they started to 
recollect, and many sat down to write their memoirs—a process that is 
still ongoing. It was the trauma of their knowledge, about the rule of 
force and the intolerance engendered by a totalitarian dictatorship, 
that had kept them from remembering earlier, when they had still been 
much too close to shame and disaster. As they grew older and looked 
back, they found it easier to face the memories of their place in this 
dictatorship, including the contributions that they themselves had 
made—a dictatorship which oppressed, maimed, and killed millions, 
and, if they were honest enough to admit it, had damaged their own 
souls. 
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